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ABSTRACT

THE LEADERSHIP EXPERIENCES OF FEMALE SPECIAL EDUCATION
ADMINISTRATORS
MAY 2017
KERRY E. WEIR, B.A., TRINITY COLLEGE, HARTFORD
M.A., QUEENS COLLEGE, CITY UNIVERSITY OF NEW YORK, NEW YORK
C.A.G.S., UNIVERSITY OF MASSACHUSETTS AMHERST
Directed by Dr. Mary Lynn Boscardin
When Ella Young Flagg, the first female superintendent of the Chicago Public
Schools, proposed that educational leadership was a woman’s “natural field” she could
not have predicted that one hundred years later women would have neither a majority of
school leadership positions, nor would they be proportionally represented when
compared with female teachers (Grogan & Shakeshaft, 2011). Unlike the school
leadership positions of the principal and superintendent that have been traditionally
dominated by men, female leaders have achieved greater parity in special education
administration (Keefe & Parmley, 2003). Although female special education
administrators represent an exception to this phenomenon of underrepresentation in
school leadership, limited research has been done on this specific population. The
purpose of this qualitative study with phenomenological interviewing was to understand
the leadership experiences of female special education administrators. The central
research question asked: How do female administrators in special education understand
their leadership experiences? Eight female special education administrators shared how
their personal history and their current leadership experiences influenced their leadership
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behaviors. For the female special education administrators, their leadership experiences
were understood as (1) collaborative-relational, (2) instructional, (3) activism, (4)
political, and (5) balanced. Parallels between women’s leadership and the foundations of
special education offer an explanation for the success of women leaders in the field. A
model of the ways female administrators of special education lead is included. The
model demonstrates how collaborative-relational leadership is central to female
leadership in special education. Recommendations for future research are included.
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CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION AND STATEMENT OF THE PROBLEM
Ella Flagg Young, the first female superintendent of the Chicago Public Schools,
addressed the critics that questioned her age, gender, and leadership abilities, when she
responded,
Women are destined to rule the schools of every city. I look for a large majority
of the big cities to follow the lead of Chicago in choosing a woman for
superintendent. In the near future we will have more women than men in
executive charge of the vast educational system. It is woman's natural field, and
she is no longer satisfied to do the greatest part of the work and yet be denied
leadership. As the first woman to be placed in control of the schools of a big city,
it will be my aim to prove that no mistake has been made and to show cities and
friends alike that a woman is better qualified for this work than a man (Wagner,
2013).
The year was 1909. Ms. Young went on to say, "Why, when I began teaching here in
Chicago, back in 1862, it would have been absolutely impossible for a woman to have
been given even a principalship…Doesn't that indicate that times have changed?”
Statement of the Problem
It has been more than a century since Superintendent Young made her bold
statement and women have neither assumed a majority of school leadership positions, nor
have they obtained proportional representation in leadership positions when compared
with numbers of female teachers (Grogan & Shakeshaft, 2011). Classrooms are filled
with talented teachers, particularly women, and the majority of candidates in educational
leadership programs are female (Grogan & Brunner, 2005; Katz, 2004). Since many
states require administrators to have a number of years of classroom experience before
entering administrative positions, the traditional administrator pipeline draws from the
pool of certified and experienced teachers who are ready to assume school leadership
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positions. Although the pool of leadership candidates is weighted heavily in favor of
women, where over half of all administrative degrees are earned by females, there
remains an absence of women administrators at the top positions of school leadership
(Lennon, 2013; Pounder & Merrill, 2001).
This leadership pipeline problem isn’t unique to education. Women are highly
visible in entry-level business positions but become increasingly scarce at top executive
levels (Lennon, 2013; Sandberg, 2013). In the field of public relations, for example,
three out of every four jobs is held by a woman, but men comprise 80% of senior
leadership positions (FitzPatrick, 2013). For women in the labor movement, the pattern
is the same. Despite the large numbers of women union members, the leadership is male
dominated (Kaminski & Yakura, 2008). Illustrating that women’s rise to power has been
stagnant at the top levels of government, President Trump, presuming that they all get
confirmed, will have 12 white males, one black male, and only two females out of 15
cabinet secretaries (Brancaccio, 2017). His predecessor, President Obama named only 13
women to cabinet positions throughout his presidency, the same number appointed by
President Clinton two decades earlier (Lowrey, 2013).
In the field of education, Ella Flagg Young’s assertion that more women than men
will be school leaders has not yet come to fruition. The moderate improvement in the
representation of women in school leadership over the past three decades is promising,
but an imbalance remains. Women stand at the margins of leadership. The field of
school administration, at nearly every level of leadership, except special education, is
weighted heavily in favor of men. Female leaders in special education represent the
exception. There, women now occupy 70% of state director positions in special
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education (National Association of State Directors of Special Education, Inc., 2017).
Research on female special education administrators is scant, but one study of Texas
special education directors found that 85% were women (Keefe & Parmley, 2003). Table
1.1 includes a summary of the percentage of women occupying leadership roles in
various fields and Table 1.2 includes percentages that indicate women are still
disproportionately underrepresented in school leadership positions.
Table 1.1: Women in Decision Making: Representative Data

Federal Government

Position
Chief Executive Officers
(Fortune 500)
Chief Executive Officers
(Fortune 500-1000)
State Directors of Special
Education
U.S. Senate

State Government

U.S. House of
Representatives
Supreme Court Justices
State Governors

Corporation

State Education

Percent of Women
5.4%
6.4%
70%
21%
19.3%
33.3%
8%

Table 1.2: Women in Public Schools by Job Title and Level, 2011-2012 (Percentage)
Elementary
Middle
Secondary
All
Teachers
89.3
72.6
58.3
76.4
Principals
63.8
42.3
30.1
51.5
Source: U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, Schools and
Staffing Survey, 2011-2012
Documenting the exact number of women in school leadership positions is a
nearly impossible task because data collection is problematic. Historically, data on
gender was available through the National Education Association (NEA), but the NEA
stopped the practice in 1930 (Hansot & Tyack, 1981). Currently, there isn’t a national
organization that collects data on the gender of school leaders. Researchers can ascertain
the number of women in school leadership positions through information from
3

professional organizations or survey data collected by the National Center for Education
Statistics. These methods are unreliable, however, because data are not collected
annually. Additionally, the data system is not uniform across states and local school
districts. Without standard measures, it is difficult to compare information gathered from
one area to the next or to analyze trends in the data (Grogan & Shakeshaft, 2011).
While women remain underrepresented in the field of educational leadership, they
are also underrepresented in scholarly research. Early research on female leadership
often compared females to males. This comparison is flawed and demonstrates poor
research methods. Using a small sample size of female participants and failing to
disaggregate the data by gender, researchers missed the opportunity to investigate the
effects of gender (Eckman, 2004). There are few research studies focused solely on
female leadership because of women’s underrepresentation in administrative positions
and because traditional educational research has focused on the “male-dominated nature
of school administration” (Smulyan, 2000, p. 16). When female scholars began to pursue
research on the disproportionality of female leaders, the initial focus of inquiry was on
understanding the barriers women faced as they rose to leadership positions. The results
of gender discrimination, stereotyping, and limited access to formal networks have been
documented in the literature (Eagly & Carli, 2007; Gupton & Slick, 1996; Hoff &
Mitchell, 2008; McGee, 2010; Sandberg, 2013; Smulyan, 2000; Tallerico, 2000). Today,
women’s leadership has gained recognition, as the characteristics and qualities that they
possess contribute to the leadership literature (Grogan, 2010).

Purpose of the Study
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The purpose of this phenomenological qualitative study is to understand the
leadership experiences of female special education administrators. “There is no right
way to do [school] administration” so current and future leaders must utilize the
experiences and knowledge from men and women to meet the challenges of educating
the next generation (Witherspoon & Taylor, 2010, p. 155). In order to meet those
challenges, women’s leadership deserves the same recognition that traditional male
models of leadership have been given. Since women leaders in special education have
assumed greater parity with their male colleagues, understanding their rise to power and
their leadership behaviors may help make Ella Flagg Young’s vision a reality.
Research Question
The initial research question guiding this study was:
RQ1. How do female administrators in special education understand their
leadership experiences?
Subsequent questions were generated using the guidelines of the three-interview
model proposed by Irving Seidman (2006). Each interview in the series was driven by a
central question corresponding with the overarching theme of the interview and coupled
with the initial research question. Additional questions in the protocol were meant to
generate further understanding of the participants’ experience. Table 1.3 includes the
interview theme and central research question of each interview in the series. See
Appendix C for a complete review of interview questions.

Table 1.3: Three-Interview Model and Corresponding Research Question
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Interview
Number
1

2

3

Interview Theme

Central Research Question

Life History and Early
Leadership Experiences

RQ1A. How do female administrators in
special education understand their early
leadership experiences?
RQ1B. How do female administrators in
special education understand their current
work and leadership in special education?
RQ1C. How do female administrators in
special education reflect upon their
leadership experiences in the field of
special education?

Current Work and Leadership
Experiences in Special
Education
Reflections on Work
Experiences and Leadership

Significance of the Study
Understanding how female special education administrators lead will supplement
the school leadership research, adding information and insight to a field that has largely
ignored this population of leaders. If female special education administrators represent
an exception to male-domination at the principal and superintendent levels, these women
may provide insight to their female colleagues. As more women enter school leadership
positions, the leadership behaviors of female special education administrators become
increasingly important because they have achieved close parity with their male
colleagues. Information gleaned from this study may help future female school
administrators refine their leadership skills on their rise to leadership positions. Findings
from this study will add to the educational leadership research by including the
perspectives and experiences of this population of female school leaders.
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CHAPTER 2
REVIEW OF RELATED LITERATURE
Introduction
Within K-12 schools, traditional leadership models have led to widespread
failures for many students (Grogan, 2010). “The top-down notion of controlled
organization is antiquated,” writes Margaret Grogan (2010), and the need to include
greater diversity at the leadership level is critical for school improvement. During the
climate of education reform, the opportunity for females to share their knowledge and
leadership skills is becoming essential because of the increased demands for school
leaders. The focus on learning and collective leadership are guiding the way for
improved student outcomes. The purpose of this chapter is to review the literature on
leadership by addressing the historical reasons for the underrepresentation of females in
leadership positions, their barriers to advancement, gender research as it relates to special
education, and the emerging female themes in educational leadership.
A Historical Perspective
The history of women in educational administration mirrors the changing social and
political landscape of America. Historically, men dominated the teaching profession in
America, but by the end of the nineteenth-century two-thirds of teachers were women
(Blount, 1998; Montgomery, 2009; Shakeshaft, 1989). As the nation’s population grew
and families moved from rural communities to urban centers, the demand for public
schooling made communities desperate to hire teachers. Although men had once been
the preferred sex in the classroom, hiring female teachers became the better investment.
Considered cheap labor, women could be hired at one-half to one-third a man’s salary
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(Blount, 1998; Biklen, 1980). In addition to the cost savings to the school, conventional
wisdom held that women possessed nurturing qualities that made them suitable to instruct
young children. Now, in the early decades of the twenty-first century, a situation exists
where women dominate the teaching field, but remain disproportionately
underrepresented in administrative leadership positions (Grogan & Shakeshaft, 2011;
Pounder & Merrill, 2001). This did not happen by accident. Political events, coupled
with changing societal beliefs about gender roles throughout the previous century, have
led us here.
Social Landscape
The modernization and industrialization of the late nineteenth century gave women
freedom from many of the responsibilities that had kept them housebound for centuries.
As working outside the home became increasingly acceptable for females, few
employment opportunities existed. Teaching provided an acceptable professional outlet.
Sex-role stereotypes played an important role in the design and organizational structure
of schools, complementing the prevailing notion that women were best at nurturing the
young (Strober & Tyack, 1980). These traditional beliefs about the sexes were used to
segregate men and women into different workspaces. School leadership and management
were seen as rational and masculine, whereas teaching students was seen as emotional
and feminine (Bell & Chase, 1995). Furthermore, women were believed to be compliant
and easily led by male administrators (Hansot & Tyack, 1981). By the twentieth century,
women were the majority of teachers and that majority holds true today (Shakeshaft,
1989; Rich, 2014).
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In many ways, a natural relationship between teaching and motherhood existed.
Advocates of this idea, Catharine Beecher (1800-1878) and Horace Mann (1796-1859),
for example, used this thinking to encourage women to enter the classroom. The goal for
most women, they reasoned, was marriage and family. Teaching was a natural outlet for
women and it would help to prepare them for their eventual role in the home (Hansot &
Tyack, 1981; Strober & Tyack, 1980). Traditional ideas about marriage, like those of
motherhood, also proved detrimental to the advancement of women in school leadership.
For men, marriage did not prevent them for working as it did for women. Many school
districts had policies that required married female teachers to leave the profession
because it was assumed their husbands were the breadwinners. During the Great
Depression, these marriage bans were particularly important because a dual-income
family was considered unfair (Blount, 1998; Tyack & Hansot, 1982). Such policies
limited opportunities for married women to assume leadership roles. It wasn’t until
World War II when these policies were abolished (Blount, 1998).
Societal expectations for male and female behavior coincided with a model of school
leadership that reinforced sex-role stereotypes. Historically, school leaders were hired to
handle discipline, maintain buildings and infrastructure, and interact with the community.
These responsibilities were considered masculine and best performed by male leaders
(Hansot & Tyack, 1981; Strober & Tyack, 1980; Tyack & Hansot, 1982). Women, it was
feared, were too weak to be disciplinarians and could not manage the financial
responsibilities of school leadership (Hansot & Tyack, 1981). Subsequently, men
dominated the field of school administration. Administration became a male sphere of

9

influence in an otherwise female dominated school building. In simplest terms, women
taught and men led.
Political Landscape
With the influx of women into the classroom, men either abandoned teaching,
assumed leadership roles in the newly created field of administration, established
professional, male-only organizations or moved into the position of a school
administrator (Blount, 1998; Callahan as cited in Shakeshaft, 1989). When women enter
a field, research suggests that pay declines as does the prestige and status of the career
(Miller, 2016; Rich, 2014). Work done by women is often devalued (Levanon, England,
& Allison, 2009). As Susan H. Fuhrman, president of Teachers College at Columbia
University explains, “Women went into it [teaching] without other options and it was a
low-status profession that was associated with women, and the fact that it’s now
dominated by women inhibits the status from increasing” (as cited in Rich, 2014).
Politically, there were historic events that created the current reality in American
classrooms – teaching is a female profession (Glazer, 1991; Montgomery, 2009; Rich,
2014).
First, during the late 1800s, male superintendents collaborated with university
programs to create a new academic discipline: educational administration. Female
applicants to universities were often not accepted outright or quotas were imposed on
them (Blount, 1998). Second, men were able to maintain their superiority by excluding
women from professional organizations. It wasn’t until 1974 when Phi Delta Kappa, a
professional organization for educators, allowed women membership (Biklen, 1980).
Given its lasting impression on the field, the third and most influential action was the
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development of the school administrator position. During the middle of the nineteenth
century as a booming immigrant population exploded in American cities, the need for a
male administrator to oversee female teachers became an increasingly popular idea. The
addition of a new layer of administrative positions, including the principal, was created
and filled mostly by male applicants who were paid salaries greater than the average city
teacher (Blount, 1998; Strober & Tyack, 1980).
In the beginning of the twenty-first century, females have made gains in school
leadership, particularly at the elementary level, but the majority of educational leaders
remain male (Shakeshaft, Brown, Irby, Grogan, & Ballenger, 2007). Changing social and
political beliefs throughout the past century have helped woman achieve greater
opportunity, but not true equality. “The blunt truth,” writes Sheryl Sandberg (2013) in
Lean In: Women, Work, and the Will to Lead, “is that men still run the world” (p. 5). In
the current political climate, women still have minds to change and leadership
opportunities to seize.
Barriers to Administrative Leadership
Since its inception in the late 20th century, research on women in educational
leadership has evolved. In the beginning, researchers, notably female researchers,
examined the challenges particular to female leaders (Smulyan, 2000). The challenges
women must overcome or mediate in order to achieve positions of leadership have been a
thread running throughout scholarly research and they remain as relevant today as they
did in the 1970s. Prior to that time, male researchers had little concern for issues of
gender, race, ethnicity, or sexuality because they were White, heterosexual males who
had the privilege to ignore these experiences (Shakeshaft et al., 2007; Sanchez-Hucles &
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Davis, 2010). The research on barriers women face on their pathway toward leadership is
extensive and the glass ceiling metaphor, first introduced in a 1986 Wall Street Journal
article, has become a common reference in the leadership lexicon (Hymowitz &
Schellhardt, 1986). This invisible barrier was responsible for keeping women from
obtaining the highest leadership positions in organizations (Eagly & Carli, 2007;
Sandberg, 2013; Shakeshaft, 1989). Eagly and Carli (2007) suggest that the metaphor is
erroneous based on several reasons, including, for example, its suggestion that one single
barrier holds women back. For a variety of reasons, research suggests that women face
greater challenges than men when advancing into leadership roles (Eagly & Karau,
2002). This section addresses the barriers experienced universally by women although it
is important to note that women of color and lesbian women have an additional set of
challenges unique to their identities. Identifying these challenges, at this time, is not the
purpose of this work. Future research on the layered identities of women and their
experiences in the workplace is essential to move the dialogue on leadership equity
forward.
Female Stereotyping
Societal expectations, cultural norms, and traditional beliefs regarding gender
influence how women negotiate all aspects of their world, including decisions regarding
employment. Before addressing the ways these stereotypes impact women and attitudes
about their work, a definition for each term, gender and sex, is provided. According to
the American Psychological Association (APA, 2012), sex refers to “a person’s
biological status and is typically categorized as male, female, or intersex.” There are
biological markers for sex such as sex chromosomes or internal reproductive organs.
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Gender, as defined by the APA (2012) “refers to the attitudes, feelings, and behaviors
that a given culture associates with a person’s biological sex.” The socialization of
women and the stereotypes they encounter impact their access to leadership positions. In
our current cultural climate, women’s roles are changing, but they meet resistance when
confronted by traditional values that haven’t kept pace with the modern woman (Eagly,
2007).
Trait Stereotypes
Stereotypes serve multiple purposes and act as the “qualities perceived to be
associated with particular groups or categories of people” (Schneider, 2004, p. 24). As a
way to organize the world, gender stereotypes are often separated into two categories,
male and female, and there is general consensus regarding which traits belong to either
sex (Schneider, 2004; Eagly, Wood, & Diekman, 2000). When men or women behave
according to the attitudes and expectations their culture places on their sex, they are said
to be gender-normative (APA, 2012). The female and male emotional and psychological
stereotypic traits listed in Table 2.1 underscore some of the main differences between the
genders. Male traits are associated with action and female traits are associated with
emotions and relationships.
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Table 2.1: Common Emotional and Psychological Stereotypes of Women and Men Based
on Psychological Research
Women’s Traits
Men’s Traits
Affectionate
Dominant
Appreciative
Achievement-orientated
Emotional
Active
Friendly
Ambitious
Sympathetic
Coarse
Mild
Forceful
Pleasant
Aggressive
Sensitive
Self-Confident
Sentimental
Rational
Warm
Tough
Whiny
Unemotional
Source: Schneider, 2004, p. 438 in The Psychology of Stereotyping. New York, NY: The
Guilford Press.
Sex-Role Stereotypes
According to the social role theory of sex differences and similarities, the ideas
people have regarding male and female behavior are reflected in the division of labor and
form the basis of sex roles (Eagly, Wood, & Diekman, 2000). Sex roles, as defined by
the APA (2012), are the behavior and attitudinal patterns characteristically associated
with being male or female and they represent the interaction between biology and
socialization.
These roles, like the stereotypical traits listed in Table 2.1, are divided into two
categories: agentic and communal. Agentic qualities, associated most commonly with
men, are described as assertiveness, confidence, and competitiveness. Communal
qualities, such as affection, kindness, or sensitivity are most frequently associated with
women. Since sex roles and leadership are intricately connected, the qualities most
frequently associated with leadership are agentic (Eagly & Johannesen-Schmidt, 2001).
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As Eagly & Karau (2002) state, “People thus tend to have dissimilar beliefs about leaders
and women and similar beliefs about leaders and men” (p. 575).
This perception creates a unique dilemma for females and results in the potential
for prejudice. Rooted in social role theory, role congruity theory suggests that women
leaders face prejudice as both a leader and a female. When discussing sex-role
stereotyping, Deborah Gruenfeld, Professor of Leadership & Organizational Behavior at
Stanford said, “Our entrenched cultural ideas associate men with leadership qualities and
women with nurturing qualities and put women in a double bind” (as cited in Sandberg,
2013, p. 43). If a woman asserts more agentic qualities she may be seen as a strong
leader, but not seen as positively in fulfilling her sex role. Should a women act according
to her sex role, she may not be seen as a competent leader. The incongruity results in
women facing prejudice in job evaluations, wages, and promotions (Hobbler, Wayne, &
Lemmon, 2009; Eagly & Karau, 2002).
Social Role Stereotypes
In the field of school leadership, social role theory is evident in the bias that
teaching is a feminine profession and school administration is a masculine profession
(Glazer, 1991). This tension makes it difficult for females to succeed in leadership
positions because many roles, particularly that of a principal or a superintendent, are
linked with masculinity. In one study of school administrators, when presented with four
masculine and four feminine traits both male and female school administrators chose the
four masculine traits to describe the characteristics they most closely associated with
being a leader (Hoff & Mitchell, 2008). In anticipation of the prejudice they may
encounter, women often delay their entry into administrative positions until they have
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acquired all the credentials. Research suggests that women have to meet higher
qualification standards than their male colleagues (Eagly & Karau, 2002). Since women
frequently secure all necessary credentials before applying for a leadership role their
delayed entry into the marketplace may be one reason so few women are in leadership
positions.
The perceptions that women have regarding their role in a school may also hinder
their career advancement. Women may not see themselves as having a career in
education, but view their role solely as a classroom teacher. When asked about their
decision to move from teaching to administration, 41% of men indicated that it was their
intention to move into a leadership role. In contrast, only 19% of women had a career
plan that moved beyond the classroom (Hoff & Mitchell, 2008). Until women challenge
the division of labor by sex within the school, it will be difficult for them to assume a
majority of leadership positions.
For women leaders in special education, in addition to the challenges of sex-role
stereotyping, they also experience stereotypes associated with special education.
Working with children with disabilities who have traditionally been marginalized, special
education leaders may also experience a negative stigma (Wright, 1983; Dunn, 2015). In
the Keefe and Parmley (2003) study, one special education director from a public school
in Texas said, “I think the prejudice toward students with disabilities spreads to the
teachers and administrators” (p. 92). Special education administrators may be seen as
experts in their field and lacking competency in other areas of administration. For
women in special education, this additional form of prejudice may influence their ability
to access leadership positions or it may help to explain their rise to leadership positions
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within the field. If special education leadership is perceived to have communal qualities,
role congruity theory may explain why women are more likely to rise to power. If the
role of a special education administrator is incompatible with masculine stereotypes,
fewer men may apply for positions allowing women to step into leadership roles.
Professional-Personal Balance
Balancing a personal life and a professional career is a challenge for both sexes.
As might be anticipated, men and women experience this tension differently. Women
continue to carry the greater share of domestic responsibilities (Eagly & Carli, 2007;
Hochschild & Machung, 2003; Loder, 2005). In a study of male and female school
administrators, both sexes reported that the domestic duties were the female’s
responsibility (Hoff & Mitchell, 2008). Women administrators reported that their
greatest career obstacle was “anxiety/family” (McGee, 2010). Women with families are
often less likely to move for career ambitions and more likely to experience guilt and
exhaustion as they try to mange their roles as mother, wife, and administrator (Hoff &
Mitchell, 2008; Keefe & Parmley, 2003; Biklen, 1980).
Citing time and money as two major factors deterring women applicants,
Tallerico (2000) addresses reasons why women might not apply to administrative
positions. After teaching for a number of years, many females begin their administrative
careers later in life. Delaying entry into leadership positions can negatively affect a
woman’s career trajectory and inhibit the likelihood for advancement. Of the 404
respondents in one study, 61.14% of women, as compared to 5.21% of men, entered
administration once their children were grown and all the educational requirements were
fulfilled (Hoff & Mitchell, 2008). In many districts, the starting salary for a first year
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administrator is less than an experienced teacher. Lack of financial incentive to leave the
classroom may explain why some women choose not to pursue a leadership role.
Another major complaint of current principals is the exhaustive amounts of time
the position requires, often working late into the evening to supervise sporting events or
concerts. Many men and women do not want a job that requires such long hours away
from family and home. In some cases, women choose to remove themselves from the
workforce to stay home and care for young children or elderly parents. Their decision to
leave the workforce means they are eliminating opportunities for career advancement.
Promotion to a leadership position is impossible for women if they aren’t employed.
Losing qualified female leaders to the domestic realm accounts for a gap in leadership
and may offer one explanation as to the underrepresentation of women in power
(Sandberg, 2013).
Mentoring, & Professional Networks
Once women obtain a leadership position, they often feel isolated. Being the sole
woman on a male-dominated administrative team, with neither a formal nor informal
network of support, can leave a woman vulnerable to self-doubt, political landmines, and
little knowledge regarding the group norms (Hoff & Mitchell, 2008; McGee, 2010;
Gupton & Slick, 1995). Emerging female leaders often note a lack of mentors and few
networking opportunities for women. Excluded from the “old boys network,” female
leaders are often denied the informal mentoring and camaraderie that comes with the
network. In one study of women administrators in Florida, superintendents and
principals indicated ‘good ole boys network’ and ‘lack of network’ as two of the top three
obstacles they have faced now and within the past 10 years (McGee, 2010). When Hoff

18

and Mitchell (2008) surveyed male and female school leaders, 97% of the 175 female
respondents indicated that they had no formal network of support in order to receive
information and on-the-job training. Forty percent of those women reported that they had
no network, formal or informal.
Studies of business leaders indicate that men are significantly more likely than
women to have a mentor (Ibara, Carter, & Silva as cited in Sandberg, 2013). Without a
mentor or a network of support, female leaders are left alone in an organization to find
their own pathway to success. Eagly and Carli (2007) use the metaphor of a labyrinth, a
maze of pathways toward leadership positions, and emphasize the need for women to
build social capital through networks and relationship formation.
Gender Research & Educational Leadership
Research in educational leadership, like much of the research in the social
sciences, has traditionally focused on a male experience (Glazer, 1991; Shakeshaft &
Hanson, 1986; Shakeshaft, 1989). Prior to 1989, for example, Educational
Administration Abstracts assigned “minority group relations” to articles addressing
gender despite the fact that women were not a minority group (Glazer, 1991). Given the
history of teaching and administration in the United States, where a majority of classroom
teachers were female under the leadership of a male administrator, most early research on
principals and superintendents centered on the men who held those positions. Men often
conducted educational research and overlooked the perspective of the few women leaders
(Sanchez-Hucles & Davis, 2010). As late as 1990, “it was still considered dangerous,”
writes Helgesen (1990), “to discuss women in the workplace in terms of specific skills or
attitudes they might have to offer” (p. xvi). Today, despite their gains, particularly at the
elementary level where women account for nearly 60% all principalships, women in
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educational leadership remain underrepresented in research studies (Grogan &
Shakeshaft, 2011).
Gender research is understood to be research focused primarily on women or
focused on citing differences between men and women (Grogan & Shakeshaft, 2011). In
regards to gender studies within the field of educational leadership, a gap in the literature
exists (Shakeshaft et al., 2007). Unlike finance or organizational theory, gender has not
been a traditionally popular research strand in the field of school administration. Gender
and race comprised only five percent of the articles contributed to the Educational
Administration Quarterly (Murphy, Vriesenga, & Storey, 2007). The dearth of studies
involving a population sample of women leaders may be because women haven’t
occupied those positions in the same number as men or because male researchers haven’t
been particularly concerned with the female experience (Smulyan, 2000). The purpose of
gender equity research is to challenge bias and to critically examine who gets studied,
how the contributions of women are interpreted, and what meaningful findings are
reported (Campbell, 2002).
A major criticism of educational administration literature is that it is androcentric.
Placing males at the center of research and applying a masculine worldview is
androcentrism (Glazer, 1991; Shakeshaft & Hanson, 1986; Smulyan, 20000). One of the
earliest critiques of androcentric bias by Shakeshaft & Hanson (1986) analyzed every
article in the Educational Administration Quarterly (EAQ) from 1970 to 1980. Published
first in 1965, the Educational Administration Quarterly is a peer-reviewed academic
journal that is well respected in the areas of leadership and policy. Of the 90 articles
included in their sample, the authors found that most did not mention sex differences.
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From problem identification to study results and in every aspect of the research design,
the authors consistently found evidence of androcentric bias. One major criticism of the
research was that, in many articles, researchers generalized the findings based on male
samples to both genders. This is of particular concern because the research failed to
consider the experiences of women as particularly unique or different from the
experiences of men. Additionally, failures to disaggregate data by sex represented lost
opportunities to expose sex bias or to illuminate trends or patterns for women or men.
In a more recent analysis of the EAQ, Murphy, Vriesenga, & Storey (2007)
reported that five percent of the articles published from 1973-2003 addressed gender and
race. This percentage is relatively low in comparison to other topics such as
organizational theory (27.8%) or the profession of school administration (21.2%) that
together comprise nearly 50% of the articles in the journal. For each ten-year period only
ten articles appear on the topic of sex or race whereas the topics of politics, school
reform, and core technology appear more frequently.
In addition to the topics published in the EAQ, the authors also conducted a
survey of educational leadership professors. The survey results indicated that one trend
emerging in the field was the “feminization” of school administration. The growing
number of women leaders in professional educational organizations, coupled with the
increase of female applicants to graduate programs and the increase of female scholarship
was cited as evidence of this trend.
Despite the feminization occurring in the field of school administration, as
Murphy et al. (2007) indicate, gender and race remain unpopular in scholarship. Gender
research, in particular, is scant. When gender research is focused more narrowly on
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women of color, there is even less information (Carter, 2002; Witherspoon & Taylor,
2010). The majority of all educational administration research has occurred at the
university level with dissertations providing a bulk of the knowledge (Grogan &
Shakeshaft, 2011). Yet, even at the graduate level, Brown and Irby found that only 9
percent of all leadership dissertations, between 1985 and 2005, included women (as cited
in Grogan & Shakeshaft, 2011). With so few researchers studying women or recruiting
large sample sizes of both sexes, it is difficult to draw valid and reliable conclusions
about women in school administration. Given the lack of scholarly research investigating
the relationship between gender and school leadership it is clear that more work needs to
done to understand the experiences of women leaders absent of androcentric bias.
Gender Research and Special Education Leadership
Most studies related to gender and school leadership focus on superintendents and
principals, with sweeping generalizations made for other mid-management positions,
including special education directors. Since superintendents and principals are believed
to hold the greatest power and influence in a school culture, researchers choose them as
study participants (Mertz, 2002). It difficult to isolate the role that female leaders play in
the field when studies which focus on the role of special education directors often do so
without disaggregating the data by sex. The limited amount of gender research in special
education may be because of the relative newness of the discipline or because researchers
focus more on the traditionally influential roles of the superintendent or principal.
Keefe and Parmley (2003) suggest that the comparison between a principal and
special education director can be drawn because, in most school hierarchies, both school
leaders report to a superintendent or an assistant superintendent. This comparison is
problematic because the responsibilities, skill set, and training of a special educator
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director is different from a principal. A number of states require specific special
education preparation and internship experiences for licensure of future special education
leaders so they are prepared for the demands of the job (Boscardin, Weir, & Kusek,
2010).
Special education leadership occupies a space in general education, educational
administration, and special education (Lashley & Boscardin, 2003). To suggest that a
special education leader behaves similarly to a principal because of their proximity on an
organizational chart or because they both report to the same supervisor ignores the
training and skills unique to each position. As Boscardin (2007) writes, “there is indeed
something special about the way educators trained in the administration of special
education deliver services to students who have disabilities” (p. 189).
Unlike school leadership positions that have been traditionally dominated by men,
there is an “unmistakable and influential feminine presence in the practical history of
special education” (Gerber, 2011, p. 5). Women have achieved greater parity in special
education administration and have risen through the leadership ranks. In Texas, for
example, female special education directors currently occupy more than half of all
director positions in the state and a majority of state directors of special education are
female (Keefe & Parmley, 2003). Despite female leadership within special education, the
roles of women and the influences of gender on leadership have largely been ignored
(Carter, 2002). It is necessary to understand how female leaders negotiate the special
education arena in order to help their principal or superintendent colleagues achieve
better representation.
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After conducting a basic search of the ERIC database using specific descriptors,
limited research on women leaders in the field of special education was produced. The
purpose of an ERIC descriptor is to organize the database materials by subject and
retrieve documents that align to the investigation (Wolf, 2016). The descriptors “female
leadership” and “special education” yielded 0 results, as did the descriptors, “gender
equity” and “special education.” Using the descriptors of “gender” or “female” coupled
with “special education administration,” also yielded no results. Broadening the search to
include all text, “female” and “special education administration” yielded seven citations
(Bellanger & Reese, 1983; Centre for Educational Research & Innovation, 1983;
Ironside, 1981; Keefe & Parmley, 2003; Leach, 1980; Walker, 1995; Wilkinson &
Holtzman, 1988). “Gender” and “special education administration” yielded three results
(Kauffman & Hallahan, 2011; Keefe & Parmley, 2003; Hubbard, 2009).
Included in both the search for “female” and “special education administration”
and “gender” and “special education administration” was a study in the Journal of
Special Education Leadership by Keefe & Parmley (2003) that investigated female
special education directors in Texas. Unlike other school administrator positions where
women are underrepresented, Keefe & Parmley cited that 85% of the special education
directors in Texas were female. Semi-structured and open-ended questions were asked of
five female special education directors to ascertain the barriers female special education
directors encountered en route to their leadership position drawing parallels between the
principalship and the special education director. The authors concluded that female
special education leaders experience sex discrimination and sex-role stereotyping and are
“doubly marginalized” by their sex and perceptions by others about their leadership
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capabilities, specifically because they work with children with disabilities. When asked
about leadership style, the themes of cooperation, collaboration, and shared leadership
were noted. Currently, this study is one of a limited pool focusing on gender and special
education and generalizations of the findings are limited. The small sample size is
problematic, the failure to incorporate diverse voices, and the missed opportunity to
compare the experiences of men and women in the field make it difficult to draw valid
and reliable conclusions about the data.
In the second pertinent article, Joya Anastasia Carter (2002) used qualitative
research methods to interview 10 African American women with doctorates in special
education. Of the 10 participants, only three held leadership positions in K-12 education.
The other seven participants were employed at colleges or universities. The open-ended,
in-depth interviews were focused on early experiences with special education,
experiences in doctoral programs, hiring challenges, and concerns about the direction of
special education. Leadership, specifically, was not addressed. Carter suggests in the
discussion that the interviews highlight the need for diverse scholarship in the field and
the continuation of questioning the dominant male perspective. Generalizations about
female special education leaders cannot be made because of the small sample size, but
the article does represent an example of the type of scholarship critical to the field of
special education. Scholarship that validates the experiences of women while
simultaneously respecting the framework of special education within which they navigate
is critical. Given the dearth of current research in the field, there is a great need for
further inquiry regarding gender and special education leadership. Female special
education leaders occupy a unique niche in the research because they have gained parity
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with their male colleagues and their experiences may help other females assume
leadership in schools.
The Female School Leader
One of the first authors to propose a female model of school leadership was
Charol Shakeshaft (1989). In her seminal work, Women in Educational Administration,
Shakeshaft makes the argument that her book is not written as a manual for women on
how to be an effective administrator or how to lead like a man. Instead, she suggests that
the purpose of the work is to “challenge administrative theory and advice to be
reconceptualized to include both women and men” (p. 12). Shakeshaft’s work compiles
data on women in administration, investigates the barriers to administration, addresses
androcentric bias, and proposes a female worldview of school administration. In the end,
she identifies five pillars of “female work behavior in schools” and challenges school
administration researchers to incorporate this female perspective. Table 2.2 summarizes
the key concepts associated with the five pillars.

26

Table 2.2: Shakeshaft’s Five Pillars of Female Work Behavior in Schools (1989, p. 197)
Five Pillars
(1) Relationships with others are central to
all actions of women administrators
(2) Teaching and learning are the major
foci of women administrators

(3) Building community is an essential part
of a women administrator’s style
(4) Marginality overlays the daily work life
of women administrators

(5) The line separating the public world
from the private is blurred.

Summary
Communication and relationship building
is at the heart of women’s work.
Instructional leadership is central.
Academic achievement, effective
programming, and knowledge about
teaching methods and strategies are a major
focus.
Women are more likely to act in
democratically, engaging school members
with dialogue and an inclusive worldview.
The ‘token status’ of women in many work
environments, as well as sexist stereotypes,
reminds women that they are likely to face
criticism.
Unlike men who often have a public and a
private face, women typically behave the
same in both spaces.

Two decades later, Grogan and Shakeshaft (2011) propose a new model of female
leadership in education. Collective leadership, according to the authors, is rooted in the
inclusion of a diverse collection of stakeholders, both inside and outside of the school,
and it is focused on challenging the status quo. Citing the evidence that women lead for
learning, for social justice, and for relationships, Grogan and Shakeshaft (2011) propose
that schooling is a social movement and that collective action is necessary to bring about
wide scale school reform. School as a social movement closely aligns with the values of
special education where, from its inception, activists and leaders saw the inclusion of
students with disabilities as an issue of social justice.
Emerging Themes in Women’s Leadership
In the most recent review of the feminist leadership literature, Margaret Grogan
and Charol Shakeshaft (2011) identified five themes that characterize women’s
educational leadership. Table 2.3 aligns Shakeshaft’s (1989) original five principles of

27

female work behavior with the recent themes identified by Grogan and Shakeshaft (2011)
that characterize women’s educational leadership.
Table 2.3: Female Work Behavior and Themes Characterizing Women’s Educational
Leadership
Shakeshaft’s 5 Principles of
Female Work Behavior
(1989)
1) Relationships with others are
central to all actions
2) Teaching and learning are the
major foci
3) Building community is essential
4) Sexual marginalization is part of
the everyday
5) Public and private spheres are
blurred

Grogran & Shakeshaft: 5 Themes Characterizing
Women’s Educational Leadership
(2011)
Relational Leadership
Leadership for Learning
Spiritual Leadership
Leadership for Social Justice
Balanced Leadership – an ability to negotiate work
and home

Relational Leadership
At the center of the relational leadership model are people. “Leadership is
inherently a relational, communal process, “ write Komives, Lucas, and McMahon
(2007) and how people are involved in the process of being led is just as significant as
achieving the end goal (74). The relational leader values the experience and perspective
of others and works to understand people by engaging with them through dialogue. The
strength of the organization rests on the health of the relationships among the people
within it, as well as the relationships formed in the outside community. Every person
possess skills and traits that, when combined with the energy of others, build a capable
team (McIntosh, 2011). For a relational leader, power is shared and strengthened through
the relationship.
Relational leadership is not a leadership theory, but a model and framework for
guiding leaders. This model has been interpreted and presented with various

28

characteristics by different scholars (Komives, et al., 2007; McIntosh, 2011; Regan &
Brooks, 1995). In their book on women educational leaders analyzing case studies of
female school administrators, Regan and Brooks (1995) define five attributes of the
relational leader: collaboration, caring, courage, intuition, and vision. Relational leaders
are inclusive and collaborative and they demonstrate their care for others through
relationships. Concern for people drives them and they are courageous as they take risks
to achieve goals. Intuition relates to the “ability to give equal weight to experience and
abstraction, mind and heart” (p. 33). Valuing experience and trusting their mental ability,
these leaders maintain a vision that is born from everyone’s perspective. Vision is a
process, ever-changing and collaboratively created. Knowing the community, caring for
families and students, and working together was a central theme expressed by principals
(Jean-Marie, 2008). For female leaders, relationships with people are hallmarks of their
leadership style.
Leadership for Social Justice
Guided by the principle that “full and equal participation of all groups” is a
worthy goal, leaders for social justice use their power and agency to uplift others through
inclusive action (Bell, 2007, p.1). Working to create a safe environment where members
have equal access to resources and traditionally marginalized groups are included, social
justice leaders seek opportunities to right unjust wrongs through policy and practice
(Furman, 2012; Sapon-Shevin, 2003). While empirical research in the field is in its
infancy, the majority of social justice leadership literature is theoretical. Furman (2012)
summarizes the major themes of leadership for social justice as “action-orientated and
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transformative, committed and persistent, inclusive and democratic, relational and caring,
reflective, and orientated toward a socially just pedagogy” (p. 195).
For leaders in the field of education, the empirical research on social justice
leadership is primarily in the form of case studies. In his study of seven public school
principals, Theoharis (2007) found that social justice leaders were working toward
equitable schools by including marginalized students through their actions. These actions
included improving student achievement, restructuring school programs, developing staff
capacity, and creating a positive school culture. Wanting to improve the educational
outcomes for students, many female leaders view their role as a change agent and are
motivated to promote social justice (Sanders-Lawson, Smith-Campbell, & Benham,
2006). When asked about their reasons for entering teaching, women cite making a
difference (Jean-Marie, 2008). In the 23 narratives of female educational leaders from 14
countries, a dominant theme is the power of advocacy and activism (Lyman, Strachan &
Lazaridou, 2012). For the 15 female elementary school principals interviewed by
Oplatka and Mimon (2008) about job satisfaction, respondents reported that challenging
the status quo was important. Dissatisfied with the current state of their schools, female
principals were motivated to initiate change. When four female secondary school
principals were interviewed their values and their actions aligned with social justice
leadership. Recruiting a diverse staff, building an inclusive community, and hosting
multi-cultural professional workshops these leaders ensured that instruction and planning
reflected social justice teaching (Jean-Marie, 2008).
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Leadership for Learning
Many female leaders begin their administrative careers later in life, delaying their
leadership aspirations because of home and family responsibilities (Tallerico, 2000). For
this reason, women leaders spend more time instructing students in the classroom than
their male colleagues and their focus on instructional improvement is central to their
leadership (Brunner & Grogan, 2007). According to Grogan and Shakeshaft (2011),
female administrators are more likely to encourage staff development and support
instructional changes to improve educational outcomes for students. The authors suggest
that leadership for learning is interwoven with a social justice mission and belief that all
students are capable. Innovative instruction and continuous learning build the foundation
on which female administrators lead their staff and students.
Spiritual Leadership
Spirituality, as it relates to leadership, is the ability of a leader to use both the
head and the heart to work for change (Bailey, Koney, McNish, Powers, & Uhly, 2008).
Working with a purpose is at the core of spiritual leadership as leaders, particularly
women, search for opportunities to use power for good (Bailey, et al., 2008; Bolman &
Deal, 2011; Grogan & Shakeshaft, 2011). In a study of school administrators, one female
high school principal said, “When we are spiritually connected, our job on a daily basis
is to treat each other with mutual respect and embrace the differences in people (JeanMarie, 2008, p. 347).” This sense of spirituality is interwoven with the other ways
women lead because it is connected with building relationships, trust, and working
toward social justice.
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Balanced Leadership
Both men and women negotiate the demands of family and work, but a greater
share of domestic responsibilities continues to be carried by women (Eagly & Carli,
2007; Hochschild & Machung, 2003; Loder, 2005). The struggle to balance home and
work is evident in a number of studies of female school leaders (Gupton & Slick, 1996;
Hoff & Mitchell, 2008; McGee, 2010; Smulyan, 2000). Balanced leadership, for Grogan
and Shakeshaft (2011), is “the notion that women are better able to perform their
educational responsibilities if they have found ways to manage their home duties (p. 23).”
Female special education administrators perform a double balancing act. Like
their female colleagues in general education administration, special education
administrators must balance the responsibilities of home and family life, but they must
also balance the demands and challenges of special education within the general
education community. The ability to manage the multiple, and often competing
demands, of school and home is a skill set that many female leaders refine as part of their
balanced approach to leadership.
Summary
Despite the modest gains made by female school leaders, an imbalance remains.
According to the latest data from the National Center for Education Statistics (20112012), 76% of teachers are female, but that percentage is not reflected in the faces of
leadership. School leadership continues to be heavily weighted in favor of men. The
social and political landscape of the 20th century created conditions that reinforced gender
stereotypes and created barriers to women’s advancement. Throughout the last century,
teaching was perceived as a feminine sphere and administration, a masculine one.

32

Without access to formal and informal networks, coupled with the continuation of
societal expectations that women were the natural caregivers of the family and home,
women have struggled to access leadership positions.
Female special education administrators represent an exception to that narrative.
At the national level, women now occupy nearly 70% of state director positions (National
Association of State Directors of Special Education, Inc., 2017). The characteristics that
provide women with a leadership advantage are reflected in the core values and work of a
special educator. Researchers are wise to study this population of female leaders to
understand why and how they have risen to power while their principal and
superintendent colleagues fail to advance.
It was 1909 when Ella Flagg Young challenged the traditional and stereotypical
beliefs about gender and school leadership. A century later, her words ring true. Women
in schools cannot continue to study, prepare, and work toward leadership positions only
to be met by barriers that prevent them from securing those roles. The school
administrator pipeline is filled with qualified women poised to lead with a focus on
learning and collective leadership. Incorporating a diverse set of voices into the field of
educational leadership is necessary if schools want to meet the challenges of this new
century.
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CHAPTER 3
METHODOLOGY
Introduction
The purpose of this qualitative study was to understand the leadership experiences
of female special education administrators. Specifically, the experiences of eight female
special education administrators were investigated to gain a better understanding of how
their personal history and their current leadership experiences influence their leadership
behaviors. This chapter discusses the proposed methodology for the study. It begins
with a restatement of the research question as described in Chapter 1, followed by a
discussion of the chosen research design and its rationale. Next, the role of the researcher
is presented. The sampling procedures, including the presentation of the target
population and sites, participant selection process, and required sample size for the study
are outlined. Data collection instruments for the study are presented and the data
collection procedures are discussed. The data analysis plan is addressed, along with the
trustworthiness of the methodology. The chapter concludes with the ethical assurances
for the study, limitations, and a summary.
Research Question
The initial research question guiding this study was:
RQ1. How do female administrators in special education understand their
leadership experiences?
The complimentary research questions directing each of the three interviews in
the series were:
RQ1A. How do female administrators in special education understand their early
leadership experiences?
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RQ1B. How do female administrators in special education understand their current
work and leadership in special education?
RQ1C. How do female administrators in special education reflect upon their
leadership experiences in the field of special education?
Research Design
With a focus on the individual lived leadership experiences of female special
education administrators, this study followed a phenomenological design. Using the
three-interview series of phenomenological questioning as outlined by Seidman (2006),
the purpose of this study was to describe and analyze the leadership experiences of these
women. The interviews were open-ended and in-depth allowing the participants to
describe and explain their leadership experiences throughout their life. In this study, the
researcher collected relevant information from personal interviews and field notes.
Responses were transcribed and coded as the researcher identified the emerging themes
from the data.
Rationale
Since little research on gender and special education leadership exists, the
objective of this study was to understand the leadership experiences of female special
education administrators. The academic community has largely ignored the roles of
women, particularly women in special education (Grogan & Shakeshaft, 2011; Carter,
2002). Within dissertation research from 1985 until 2005, Brown and Irby (2005) found
that only 9 percent of all leadership dissertations specifically included women (as cited in
Grogan & Shakeshaft, 2011). For this reason, choosing to study female leaders in special
education would make a contribution to the fields of special education and educational
leadership.
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A qualitative research design was selected because, unlike quantitative research
that predicts and seeks to find cause and effect, this qualitative research question required
the researcher to interpret the experiences as related by special education administrators
(Merriam, 2009). A qualitative methodology is most useful when there is little empirical
research because it can be a powerful tool for informing hypotheses that can later be
tested quantitatively (Patton & Cochran, 2002). Since the primary goal of this study was
to understand the lived experiences of participants, a qualitative design with
phenomenological interviews was the appropriate method for this study (Merriam, 2009;
Patton, 2002; Rossman & Rallis, 2016).
Phenomenological interviewing is a special method of interviewing that asks
participants to reflect upon an experience and to describe what it is like to, in this case, be
a female leader in special education (Marshall & Rossman, 2011; Seidman, 2006). It was
the most appropriate research design to answer this study’s central question because the
three-interview series allowed the participants the time and opportunity to share, reflect,
and make meaning of their leadership experiences within the context of their lives
(Rossman & Rallis, 2016; Seidman, 2006).
Role of the Researcher
In qualitative research, “the researcher is the instrument” and a researcher’s
competency and skill shape the trustworthiness of the work” (Patton, 2002, p. 14).
Through a review of literature, the researcher should be knowledgeable about the topic,
in this case, the leadership behaviors of special education administrators. For a review of
related literature, please refer to Chapter 2. Expertise and experience are necessary for a
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thorough analysis of the data. For this reason, it is necessary to understand the role of the
researcher in the study (Patton, 2002).
The researcher, a female graduate student pursing a doctorate in special
education, spent four years completing coursework and fieldwork as requirements for her
degree. With a special education K-12 teaching license and an administrator of special
education license, the researcher spent eight years in public school education as a teacher
of students with high incidence disabilities. Having spent the beginning of her career as a
New York City Public School teacher and as a lifelong resident of New York, the
researcher was familiar with the expectations and challenges of working in special
education within the New York State Public School System.
The researcher was entirely responsible for the collection of data through personal
interviews and field notes. Prior to interviewing, the researcher developed the three
protocols of open-ended questions (Fakis, Hilliam, Stoneley, & Townend, 2014).
Following the data collection, the researcher transcribed interviews into interview
transcripts and encoded the transcripts to NVivo software. Analysis of the information
followed. The researcher used the aid of computer-assisted analysis in the form of
NVivo software (Qu & Dumay, 2011). Lastly, the University of Massachusetts
Amherst’s Institutional Review Board approved the research study and the researcher
upheld ethical guidelines throughout the research process.
Methodology
This section describes the research methodology, including a description of the
participants, the selection process of the female special education administrators working
in the New York State Public School System, and the site locations. A description of the
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data collection tool follows. This study employed a qualitative research design using
phenomenological interviews to understand the leadership experiences of female special
education administrators.
Sample and Selection Process
The target population of this study was female special education administrators
currently employed in New York State Public Schools. This population was appropriate
to address the research question of this study because these women had direct
experiences regarding the leadership behaviors necessary to rise to administrative
positions in special education.
Purposeful, criterion-based sampling was used to identify participants. This
technique allowed the investigator to gather specific information about the population
under review, ensuring that the chosen participants were able to provide the descriptions
and details necessary to answer the research question (Merriam, 2009; Patton & Cochran,
2002; Robinson, 2014). In order for a participant to be included in this study, the person
must: (a) be female; (b) be currently employed as an administrator of special education in
a public school district in New York State; (c) be interested and agreeable to discuss her
personal experiences; and (d) have held the administrator of special education position
for at least three consecutive years in the same school district. Since each school district
had its own hierarchical organization chart, the titles for the administrator of special
education position were varied. Examples of the titles of the women in this study were:
Director of Special Education, Executive Director of Special Education, Administrator
for Pupil Personnel Services, or Assistant Superintendent for Pupil Personnel Services.
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An introductory email containing the informed consent form explaining the
purpose of the study and a demographic questionnaire was sent to the regional
professional association of special education administrators. The response rate to the
initial email was zero percent. Following this, networking sampling was employed
(Merriam, 2009). Once the first participant was identified who met the research criteria
and agreed to the study, she referred the researcher to other potential participants. The
researcher, through email or telephone, made initial contact with each woman,
referencing the participant who had recommended making the connection.
The target sample size was eight special education administrators for one-on-one
interviews. This sample size was appropriate and recommended by Rossman and Rallis
(2016) because multiple, in-depth interviews provide an equally rich source of data from
which inferences can be drawn. With purposive sampling, the size of the sample is
dependent upon the information gathered. Lincoln and Guba (1985) recommend
sampling participants until a redundancy of ideas is reached (as cited in Patton, 2002).
That is, when no new information is presented, the selection process ends. For the
purposes of this study, the targeted number of participants was eight. That number
proved sufficient as data redundancy occurred.
Each participant was provided a pseudonym to protect confidentiality.
Pseudonyms were created using an online tool, Pseudonym Generator. Data Table 3.1
captures the descriptive characteristics of each participant.
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Table 3.1: Descriptive Characteristics of Female Special Education Administrators
Name

Age

Race

Total Years of
Experience in
Education

Gale
Margaret

36-40
46-50

Black
White

Sheri
Janey

41-45
51 or
older
51 or
older
51 or
older
51 or
older
46-50

White
White

16-20
21 years or
more
11-15
21 years or
more
21 years or
more
11-15

Esma
Gabbie
Chloe
Peggy

White
White
White

21 years or
more
21 years or
more

White

Total Years of Total Years of
Experience in Experience in
Special
Special
Education
Education at
Administration
Current
District
4-10
4-10
11-15
4-10
4-10
21 years or
more
16-20

4-10
4-10
16-20

4-10

4-10

16-20

4-10

16-20

4-10

Participant Profiles
Gale
In an office with three doors, two of which remain open to other offices, the third
closed off to the school hallway, Gale is a black woman in her late thirties. She began
her teaching career in a large urban district as an English Language Arts teacher
responsible for both general and special education students. “You always had to figure
out what to do with a particular child,” she said, “how to make sure they were
successful.” It was that challenge that propelled her to move toward leadership and that
she believes makes her an effective administrator. “I have experience in the field, in the
classroom, in the trenches,” she said and that experience influences the instructional
knowledge she brings to her faculty. In a district with a school-wide enrollment of
approximately 9,000 students, Gale is responsible for more than 1,000 special education
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students. With nearly 20 years of experience in education, Gale’s office is decorated with
family pictures, inspirational quotations, and a sign that reads, “Trust Me, I Know What
I’m Doing.” She has served as the special education administrator in the same district for
more than four years. Throughout the interviews, her doors were always open. As she
explained, “My door is always open – always- no matter what.” Despite the
interruptions, she believes that being readily accessible helps to keep the work flow of
her department moving ahead.
Margaret
Seated at a long conference table in her office, sipping a cup of coffee, Margaret,
an administrator responsible for more than 1,000 special education students shared, “I
really never saw myself in this role…ever, ever, ever.” Serving as a teacher, an assistant
principal, and an administrator of special education in the same district of nearly 9,000
students for more than 21 years, Margaret spoke about her reluctance to be a special
education leader. Working in the Central Office, participating in countless meetings, and
the misconception that the role was adversarial made her weary of taking the position.
Ultimately, assuming the role allowed her to change the culture of the office and create a
work environment where staff is empowered to make decisions and families are received
warmly. A white woman in her late forties, Margaret believed that being a reflective
practitioner, using humor, and surrounding herself with honest colleagues contributed to
her success. “My adage,” she shared, “is that you always need a good girl friend, or guy
friend, to tell you that your ass looks big in the pants.” Taking a sip of black coffee at the
conclusion of one interview, Margaret shared a story of the barista at a coffee shop who
told her that the blacker the coffee, the more stressful the job.
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Sheri
At the end of a cinderblock hallway in a retrofitted school building, seated in an
office that was once a classroom, Sheri shared, “The best way to be a great leader in
education is to keep the kids in mind.” In a school district with slightly more than 3,500
students and upwards of 500 special education students, Sheri, a white woman in her
early forties spoke frequently about putting students first and the importance of staying
connected with students and teachers. Sheri began her career as a special educator and
rose quickly to a leadership position. In the classroom she could “impact up to 15 or 25
kids,” but she could “do so much more for so many more kids” at the district level.
Having spent nearly 15 years in education, that last half of which she worked in special
education administration, Sheri said that one of the best parts of the job is that “you’re
constantly learning. You don’t ever stop and not learn.”
Janey
“Special ed is all team,” shared Janey, a white woman in her fifties responsible for
the nearly 200 special education students in her district of fewer than 2,000 students.
With more than 21 years of experience in education, both in the not-for-profit setting and
the public schools, she has spent more than 21 years in administration. Working in her
current public school district for more than four years, she explained that her “greatest
leadership strength relates to my style of communication and relationship-building.” As
a young girl she had gone to work with her mother and spent the day in a classroom of
children with developmental disabilities. “The experience shaped who I became,” she
said as she talked about a young girl, whose name she still remembers, that was
fascinated with the Lucite watch Janey wore. Sharing the watch with the little girl and

42

seeing her happiness, Janey was touched. “That little gesture of allowing her to look at
my watch had such a huge impact and, again, the little things mean a lot. I think that in
special education that holds true, big time,” she shared.
Esma
“The biggest challenge,” said Esma, a white woman in her fifties, “is being a
teacher at heart and not physically being in a school.” Sitting in a central office building
in a district with an enrollment of approximately 3,000 students, Esma had more than 21
years of experience in education. Working as special education administrator in the same
district for more than 16 years, Esma spoke about her leadership style. “Being a worker
myself, leading by example… I think it's a matter of ensuring that my administrators
understand that I would never ask them to do anything that I wouldn't do myself and that
I haven't done myself.” Responsible for more than 1,000 students Esma shared that she
never lost touch with her teaching experience. “We're educators first and foremost,” she
said. When speaking to a teacher struggling to make the decision to leave the classroom
and move toward leadership, she offered the following advice, “I told her that you still
touch lives. It is different. I said you do have an impact, you have a greater impact,
because you’re not just working on your own domain, you’re touching the lives of all of
the different programs, and you’re supporting the people that are going to follow in your
footsteps, and you’re going to show them why things work the way they did under your
domain, and the positives, and then encourage them to put their own fingerprint on
things.”
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Gabbie
Hung on the her office wall, Gabbie has the words of Louisa May Alcott, “I am
not afraid of storms for I am learning how to sail my ship.” A white woman in her late
fifties, Gabbie was influenced by her experiences in the Naval Academy and her years on
a ship. She said, “It [a ship at sea] was where I learned that you needed a team to get a
task done.” With more than 11 years of educational experience, Gabbie began her
educational career as a guidance counselor and then moved into administration. Serving
close to 500 special education students in a district of more than 3,500 students, Gabbie
has spent more than five years in her role as a special education administrator. “I have a
great strong sense of purpose in what I do here. I think it is a gift when you are given a
job where you can make a difference in the lives of kids and families.”
Chloe
Sitting underneath a framed Norman Rockwell painting of Ruby Bridges, “The
Problem We All Live With,” Chloe, a white woman in her fifties spoke about her
commitment to exceptional children and her role as an advocate and an educator. In a
district that is home to nearly 7,000 students, more than 1,000 of whom have special
needs, Chloe spoke about her conversational leadership style and the ways she
encourages parents and staff to participate in decision-making. A poster with a quotation
by President Johnson hangs outside her office door. It reads, “There are few problems
we can’t solve together and fewer we can solve alone.”
Having begun her career as a special education teacher, Chloe had more than 21
years of years of experience in education, more than 16 of which were spent in special
education administration. For nearly a decade, Chloe served in her role as special
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education administrator and discussed one of her greatest obstacles as the “undercurrent
of prejudice relative to special ed.” “You need to be aware of it [prejudice] - that it lives
there, all the time,” she warned. “It's always just a step away that we go back to the back
of the bus. It's always a step away. So you need to be aware of it.”
Peggy
A specialized wheel chair sits in the corner of Peggy’s office among the piles of
paperwork, stacks of manila folders, and framed pictures of her children. A white
woman in her late forties, Peggy has more than 21 years of experience in education. “I
rely on building relationships with my staff members so that they understand that I'm a
real person,” she offered. With more than 16 years of experience as a special education
administrator, Peggy has spent the better half of that time at her current district of
approximately 2,300 students. Responsible for nearly 400 students with disabilities,
Peggy smiled when asked about the wheel chair. She explained that the motorized chair
was expensive and she wanted to accompany the custodians to the basement to ensure
that it was stored properly. In the meantime, the chair makes some colleagues
uncomfortable, reminding them that she works directly with students with visible and
invisible challenges. “Helping the children who are most severely disabled be able to
make significant changes…a better quality of life, standard of living for their families.
That's really what I'm most proud of,” she said. The chair in her office is evidence to
that.
Site Selection
When selecting entry into a research site, Rossman and Rallis (2016) identify the
four characteristics of the ideal site: (1) entry is possible; (2) diverse and deep collection
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of people, programs, and interactions; (3) researcher can build a relationship with the
participants, and (4) ethical and political considerations are not overwhelming (p. 136).
The sites for this study included a variety of school districts in New York State. The sites
represented a cross-section of school districts diverse in size and population. Entry was
easily facilitated in all districts since the researcher represented a respected university
program and administrators were familiar with graduate research. The researcher was
able to build relationships because of her ability to build rapport with the participants
using her experience in the field of special education. The descriptive characteristics of
each school district are captured in Table 3.2 below.
Table 3.2: Descriptive Characteristics of Selected School District Sites
Name
Gale
Margaret
Sheri
Janey
Esma
Gabbie
Chloe
Peggy

School District Enrollment
10,000 or more
5,000 – 9,999
1,000 – 4,999
1,000 – 4,999
1,000 – 4,999
1,000 – 4,999
5,000 – 9,999
1,000 – 4,999

Special Education Enrollment
1,000 or more
1, 000 or more
400 - 699
101 - 399
1,000 or more
400 - 699
1,000 or more
101 - 399

Data Collection
“In-depth interviewing,” according to Rossman and Rallis (2003), “is the
hallmark of qualitative research” (p. 180). In this research study, the primary data
collection instrument was the interview protocol. Following the structure proposed by
Irving Seidman (2006), each participant partook in three separate interviews. The first
interview focused on the early life history of each participant. The focus of the second
interview was on each participant’s current life experience regarding leadership in special
education. In the third and final interview, each participant was asked to reflect on the
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meaning of the leadership experience. According to Seidman (2006), each of the
interviews within the three-interview series “serves a purpose both by itself and within
the series” (p. 19). The structure of the individual interview allowed each participant to
focus and address one thread of her leadership experience. As each participant completed
the three-interview series, the women had an opportunity to thread together connections
to the previous sessions and to the broad research question. The interview protocols were
emailed to the participants prior to the date of each interview.
During each face-to-face interview, the researcher used open-ended questions to
guide the discussion. These open-ended questions were written to elicit the experiences
and perceptions of female special education administrators. Open-ended questions
allowed the participants to express their point of view, in their own words, and offer the
best opportunity to capture descriptive data (Merriam, 2009; Patton, 2002; Seidman,
2006). The interviews followed a semi-structured format so the researcher was able to
add or delete questions based upon the participant’s response (Merriam, 2009).
Interviews occurred on site and, when needed, clarifying data was collected through
email correspondence. All the interviews were audio-recorded with the signed consent of
the participants. Each interview lasted approximately 90 minutes and the researcher tried
to space the interviews 3 days to a week apart (Seidman, 2006). Taping interviews
ensured that a respondent’s exact words were recorded and preserved for later analysis
(Merriam, 2009). From March 1, 2016 until June 22, 2016, interviews were conducted.
In total, 24 interviews took place, three for each of the eight participants. Once recorded,
interviews were transcribed verbatim for coding and data analysis.
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While the interviews provided an abundance of data, the researcher also relied on
field notes. These notes included a description of the location and the researcher’s
thoughts prior, during, and following the interview. As Patton (2002) suggests, recording
an interview does not absolve the researcher from taking notes. Taking notes helped the
researcher focus through the interview, generated new questions, aided in analysis, and
served as a backup in case of an audio malfunction.
Interview Protocol Development
Following the three-interview model proposed by Irving Seidman (2006), three
interview protocols were developed. The protocols were designed to elicit responses
from participants that would highlight how their life experiences and current work in the
field of special education shaped their understanding of leadership. As Seidman (2006)
suggests, people’s behavior is best understood when “placed in the context of their lives”
(p. 16-17). For this reason, the first interview focused primarily on the participant’s life
history and earliest experiences with leadership. The second interview was structured to
understand her current work and leadership experiences in the field of special education.
During the third and final interview, the questions were reflective and focused on how the
participant understood her leadership role in the field of special education.
Guided by the overarching research study question, How do female administrators
in special education understand their leadership experiences?, each interview protocol
contained a series of questions aligned with the broad theme of each interview: life
history, details of experience, and reflection on the meaning (Appendix C). Drawing
upon the recommendations for writing effective interview questions outlined by Patton
(2002), the researcher composed each question so that the respondent would have the
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opportunity to provide a detailed response. In addition, the researcher consulted with the
interview guides provided by Keefe and Parmely (2003) in their study of female special
education directors and Sarah du Plessis (2008) and Sally Utley Blanchard (2009) in their
dissertations both of which focused on the leadership practices of female superintendents.
Prior to using the interview protocol, a field test was conducted using three experts in the
field of special education leadership to ensure that the questions were relevant and valid
(Merriam, 2009).
Data Analysis Plan
As Patton (2002) suggests, “the challenge of qualitative analysis is making sense
of massive amounts of data” (p. 432). In order to manage the data, as it was being
collected and inventoried, the researcher developed a system. Following each interview,
the researcher wrote field notes and electronically filed them. The handwritten notes and
comments on the interview protocols were filed in a locked cabinet in the researcher’s
office. Following the technique outlined by Rossman and Rallis (2016), field notes were
organized into two columns. The first column, the running record, included the rich
detail and description about the environment and interactions. The second column
contained the researcher’s comments, for example, the researcher’s emotions, emerging
thoughts, or reflections. Next, the interview data was transcribed as soon as possible
using NVivo software. Electronic and hard copies of each interview and corresponding
field notes were kept locked in the researcher’s office. In addition to field notes and
interview data, the researcher kept a reflexive journal to provide an outlet for the
researcher to think aloud and give insight into the methodological decision-making
(Erlandson, Harris, Skipper, & Allen, 1993). The reflexive journal was kept
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electronically stored on a password-protected computer. The researcher completed the
data analysis manually and with assistance from NVivo Version 10 software.
Member checks occurred throughout the study (Marshall & Rossman, 2011;
Merriam, 2009). After the interview and once the data were transcribed, each participant
was given a copy of their transcripts for review. Member checks allowed the participants
to confirm if the researcher’s transcriptions were representative of the interview and
interaction and were essential for internal validity because they ensured that the
researcher had not misinterpreted a participant’s experience.
Table 3.3 Qualitative Research Timeline
Data Collection Activity
Initial contact with the regional
professional association of special
education administrators
Email of introduction, informed
consent, and demographic
questionnaire sent to first participant
Email of introduction, informed
consent, and demographic
questionnaire sent to additional
participants as they were identified
and recruited
Series of interviews conducted with
participants
Field Notes

Peer Debriefing
Reflexive Journal
Member Checks

Peer Reviewer

Calendar Dates
January 11, 2016

Appendix
Appendix A

February 26, 2016

Appendix A
Appendix B

March 4, 2016 – April 21,
2016

Appendix A
Appendix B

March 1, 2016 – June 22,
Appendix C
2016
Composed before, during,
and immediately following
each interview in the series
On-going throughout the
research process
On-going throughout the
research process
Requested of each
participant following the
transcription of interview
data
On-going throughout the
research process
Source: Adapted from du Plessis (2008)
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Marshall and Rossman (2011) outline seven phases of data analysis. The first
step of the analysis process was to organize the data. The researcher organized the data
using a data log similar to the one below.
Table 3.4: Data-Gathering Activity Log Template Example
Date
March 1, 2016

Place
District A

Activity
Interview #1

Who
Gale

What
Life History
interview #1

As the data were collected and logged, the researcher engaged with the raw
materials. This second step, immersion in the data, was critical because it provided the
researcher time to live with the data. In addition to reading each interview multiple
times, the research listened to the recordings throughout the transcription process. Being
actively immersed in the data helped the researcher begin to see patterns or themes
emerging. Throughout this process, the researcher wrote notes, questions, and thoughts
in her reflexive journal.
During the third step of the data analysis plan, generating categories or themes,
the researcher analyzed each interview passage, looking for words and ideas that
crystalized a theme. While some themes naturally arose from the participants’ words, the
researcher also referenced the theory-generated codes that emerged from the literature
review. These theory-generated codes provided an initial reference for the researcher and
were helpful in the data analysis process. Table 3.5 summarizes the theory-generated
codes.
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Table 3.5: Theory-Generated Codes
Theory-Generated Code
Barriers to Leadership
Female stereotyping
Gender roles & the “double
bind” dilemma
Home & family life

Importance of Mentoring
Female Leadership
Relationships & coalition
building
Marginalization
Female School Leadership
Relational Leadership
Instruction & curriculum
Spiritual Leadership
Advocacy
Social justice

Balancing priorities

Success strategies

Literature Citations
Eagly, 2007; Eagly, Wood, & Diekman, 2000; Schneider,
2004
Eagly & Johannesen-Schmidt, 2001; Eagly & Karau, 2002;
Hoff & Mitchell, 2008
Biklen, 1980; Eagly & Carli, 2007; Hochschild &
Machung, 2003; Hoff & Mitchell, 2008; Keefe & Parmley,
2003; Loder, 2005; McGee, 2010; Sandberg, 2013;
Tallerico, 2000
Eagly & Carli, 2007; Gupton & Slick, 1996; Hoff &
Mitchell, 2008; Sandberg, 2013; McGee, 2010
Eagly, 2007; Grogan & Shakeshaft, 2011; Helgesen, 1990;
Rosener, 1990
Carter, 2002; Keefe & Parmley, 2003
Grogan & Shakeshaft, 2011; Helgeson, 1990; Rosener,
1990
Brunner & Grogan, 2007; Grogan & Shakeshaft, 2011;
Tallerico, 2000
Bailey, Koney, McNish, Powers, & Uhly, 2008; Bolman &
Deal, 2011; Grogan & Shakeshaft, 2011
Lyman, Strachan & Lazaridou, 2012; Jean-Marie, 2008;
Oplatka and Mimon, 2008
Bell, 2007; Furman, 2012; Sanders-Lawson, SmithCampbell, & Benham, 2006; Sapon-Shevin, 2003;
Theoharis, 2007
Eagly & Carli, 2007; Grogan & Shakeshaft, 2011; Gupton
& Slick, 1996; Hochschild & Machung, 2003; Hoff &
Mitchell, 2008; Loder, 2005; McGee, 2010; Smulyan, 2000
Brunner, 1998

Coding the data, the fourth step, began as the researcher found key words
emerging from the data set. Codes included words such as advocacy, exhaustion, or
politics. The researcher began by open coding the data. If groups of codes began to align
with a conceptual category, axial coding was used. For example, listening, encouraging
voices, or inclusive conversations were placed into the category of communication. In
this study, the phenomenological interview data was analyzed using meaning
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categorization, a technique in which the researcher will code sections of the interview
into categories or themes (Rossman & Rallis, 2003).
When analyzing raw data, Marshall and Rossman (2011) write, “raw data has no
inherent meaning; the interpretive act brings meaning to those data and displays the
meaning to the reader through the written report” (p. 210.) During the fifth step of the
analysis process, the researcher began to compose analytic memos that aimed to interpret
the emerging codes and raw data. The purpose of these memos was to make meaning of
the data. Through this interpretation process, the researcher continued to ask questions
and reflect upon the analysis. The sixth step of the analytic process, searching for
alternative explanations, coincides with the seventh and final step, writing the report.
During this final stage, the researcher used constant comparative analysis to challenge her
initial categories and understanding. Comparing the raw data against the literature, the
initial themes against the emerging themes and constantly challenging assumptions and
understandings, the researcher then wrote a comprehensive final report on the findings.
Throughout the analysis process, steps were taken to maintain trustworthiness.
Establishing Trustworthiness
Anfara, Brown, and Mangione (2002) suggest that, “a key part of qualitative
research is how we account for ourselves” and it is necessary for the qualitative
researcher to present a thorough discussion of the measures taken to ensure a rigorous
study (p. 6). The four criteria necessary to establish the trustworthiness of a qualitative
study are: credibility, transferability, dependability, and confirmability.
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Credibility
Credibility, or internal validity, is a measure of how well the results of the study
match reality (Merriam, 2009). In this study, credibility was maintained through member
checking, peer debriefing, and data triangulation. Member checking allowed participants
to verify the accuracy of the interview transcripts. Member checks provided participants
an opportunity to ensure that the researcher’s findings and interpretations of the
transcripts were accurate representations of the interview (Rossman & Rallis, 2016). A
second strategy used to maintain internal validity was peer debriefing. Speaking with a
peer who had knowledge of the study allowed the researcher the opportunity to discuss
the data with a person who was able to provide feedback and future direction (Erlandson
et al., 1993). Data triangulation was the third strategy that was used to maintain
credibility. Using multiple sources to confirm a finding, such as similar responses from
different respondents, was used to strengthen the credibility of the findings (Marshall &
Rossman, 2011).
Transferability
Transferability, or external validity, refers to the generalizability of the findings.
How likely will the findings apply to another population? In qualitative researcher the
sample is chosen purposefully so the researcher can understand a specific population, not
to make general statements about the population at large (Merriam, 2009). As Merriam
(2009) writes, “the general resides in the particular” and it is the responsibility of the
reader to determine if the findings of this particular study apply to the reader’s situation
(p. 226). However, there are strategies to make generalizability more likely and
purposeful sampling and thick description were both used in this study (Merriam, 2009;
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Patton, 2002). The researcher collected detailed descriptive data from participants and
the sample was chosen intentionally to best reflect the experiences of a diverse group of
female special education administrators.
Dependability
Reliability and consistency are related to dependability and the likelihood that the
study results can be replicated. Since human behavior is fluid, with beliefs and
experiences changing, dependability can be difficult to achieve in qualitative research.
Instead of replicating results, the qualitative researcher was interested in results that were
consistent with the data. If the study’s results aligned with the data it is said to be
dependable (Merriam, 2009).
To ensure dependability, a peer reviewer was asked to review the data. The peer
reviewer was a retired male special education administrator with more than thirty years of
educational experience. The reviewer was asked to look at the data and assess if the
emerging interpretations were believable (Merriam, 2009). Data triangulation was
employed since multiple sources confirming a finding spoke to the consistency of the
data. Additionally, an audit trail outlined the study results to detail how categories and
themes emerged from the data.
Confirmability
Free of researcher bias, a neutral analysis, and results that are corroborated by the
data are all ways to understand confirmability in qualitative research (Given, 2008). As a
way to ensure a rigorous study, confirmability is necessary because it demands that the
data and the analysis are congruent and the “results of the study are based on the research
purpose and not altered due to researcher bias” (Given, 2008, p. 112).
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In this study, confirmability was maintained through the reflexive journal and the
audit trail. The interview transcripts, the researcher’s ongoing field notes, and reflexive
journal provided evidence. When examining the data and creating categories, the
researcher cross-referenced the interview data with the field notes. Table 3.6
summarizes the data collection strategies that were used to establish trustworthiness.
Table 3.6: Criteria for Establishing Trustworthiness
Establishing Trustworthiness
Credibility

Transferability
Dependability

Confirmability

Data Collection Strategies
 Member Checks
 Peer Debriefing
 Data Triangulation
 Thick Description
 Purposeful Sampling
 Peer Reviewer
 Data Triangulation
 Audit Trail
 Reflexive Journal
 Audit Trail
Source: Adapted from Anfara, Brown & Mangione, 2002, p. 7
Ethical Concerns

Research designs that include the use of human subjects must follow strict ethical
procedures, including the risk to participants and confidentiality assurances (Iphofen,
2011). In an effort to ensure the privacy of the participants each person was provided
with an informed consent form. This form included (a) an introduction of the research
and the study, (b) the purpose and procedure of the study, (c) a statement explicitly
stating that participation was voluntary, (d) confidentiality measures and risk assessment,
and (e) the contact information of the researcher, the researcher’s advisor, and the
Institutional Review Board (IRB) chairperson (Patton, 2002). Before any data were
collected, the researcher sought and received University of Massachusetts Amherst IRB
approval ensuring ethical measures in the study met the standards of informed consent.
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Lastly, prior to interviewing participants, additional verbal consent was recorded. Once
data was recorded, the files related to the study were kept by the researcher and saved on
a password-protected computer. Participants were assigned pseudonyms so they
remained anonymous to the reader.
Limitations
Limitations exist with any research design. In this qualitative case study, the
experiences of eight female special education administrators represent a small sample
size and it cannot be concluded that their individual experiences are generalizable to the
larger population. This limitation, however, is addressed by the purposeful sample and
rich description of the qualitative design.
Summary
The purpose of this qualitative study with phenomenological interviewing was to
understand the leadership experiences of female special education administrators. Since
the scholarship focused on gender and K-12 educational leadership is primarily focused
on the role of the superintendent and principal, this study should broaden the depth of
research by focusing on special education administrators. Using purposeful sampling to
identify eight female administrators, this study relied on a three-interview series and field
notes to gather information about the experiences of these leaders. Data analysis
followed seven steps as the researcher relied on constant comparisons to confirm the
results. The researcher ensured that trustworthiness was maintained throughout the study
by addressing issues of credibility, transferability, dependability, and confirmability
through the use of an audit trail, peer debriefing, thick description, data triangulation,
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member checks, and a peer reviewer. The highest ethical standards were upheld
throughout the study.
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CHAPTER 4
FINDINGS
Introduction
The findings presented in this chapter answer the research question that was posed
to eight female special education administrators. How do female special education
administrators understand their leadership experiences? In response to that inquiry,
participants’ responses were organized into five broad themes with corresponding
attributes that characterize each theme. The themes were derived from the existing
literature on leadership or emerged from the data analysis. For female special education
administrators, the five following themes and attributes captured their leadership
experiences: (1) collaborative-relational, (2) instructional, (3) activism, (4) political, and
(5) balance.
(See Table 4.1.)
Table 4.1: Leadership Themes and Attributes
CollaborativeRelational

Instructional

Communication Classroom
Experience
Relationships
Value of
Teamwork
Mentorship

Activism

Political

Balance

Advocacy

Diplomacy

Empathy

Isolation/Marginalization Exhausting
Work

ClientCentered

Tension

Rewarding
Work

The chapter is organized into two sections. The first section answers the research
question through the development of the five themes. Each theme is addressed using
corresponding attributes as a way of providing additional insight into the leadership
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experiences. The second section of the chapter concludes with a summary of the
findings.
Understanding Leadership Experience
This section addresses the findings in response to the central research question
asked: How do female special education administrators understand their leadership
experiences? Five broad themes emerged. The themes and attributes, as well as the
number of references to each attribute, are listed in Table 4.2. These numbers reflect the
saliency in reference to the participants, but are not generalizable. Findings from the
study suggest that the female special education administrators understand their
experience as (1) collaborative-relational, (2) instructional, (3) activism, (4) political, and
(5) balance.
Table 4.2: Number of References by Leadership Theme and Attributes
Themes

Attributes

Collaborative-Relational

Instructional
Activism

Political
Balance

Communication
Relationships
Teamwork
Classroom Experience
Value of Mentorship
Advocacy
Empathy
Client-Centered
Diplomacy
Isolation/Marginalization
Tension
Exhausting Work
Rewarding Work

# of References to each
Attribute
60
37
46
23
74
18
27
36
40
33
31
63
33

Collaborative-Relational Leadership
For the eight women in the study, collaboration was central to their leadership
experience. “I really believe,” said Chloe, “that leadership is all about the relationships I
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have with people and the conversation is what builds the relationship.” Collaboration, in
this study, was defined as the exchange of information and ideas. Marked by shared
decision-making and problem-solving, collaboration included forming inclusive
relationships and a shared purpose and vision (Goman, 2014; Northouse, 2012; Rubin,
2009; Waldron & Mcleskey, 2010). Collaborative experiences were built upon the three
categories of communication, relationships, and teamwork.
Communication
Evolved from the Latin word, communis, which means sharing, communication
played a central role in the leadership experiences of all the participants.
Communication, according to Robbins and Judge (2013) is the “transfer and
understanding of meaning” (p. 337). In this study, communication was defined as the
verbal and nonverbal behaviors of the participants (Komives, et al., 2013; Northouse,
2012; Robbins & Judge, 2013). As a collaborative experience, communication was
expressed as a shared and inclusive leadership activity.
“I probably have what we would term to be a conversational leadership style,”
explained Chloe. “I have a tendency to have conversations with people.” For the women
in the study, communication was not only about talking, but about listening, encouraging
the voices of others, modeling inclusive language, being accessible, and conveying their
leadership position without having to speak.
“I found that the biggest piece of the job is listening and, sometimes, not saying
anything until they’ve [parents] kind of spoken or talked themselves out,” shared Sheri.
When speaking about her mentors, she continued, “Everyone I have ever worked with,
they’re really good listeners and I watched them. I watched them listen to the teachers. I
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watched them listen to me. I watched them listen to parents and, I think, that’s why they
were successful in what they did.” Esma made a similar observation about her mentors
saying, “They’re good listeners.” Peggy offered, “I will certainly state my case when I
need to, but I’m also much more a listener.” When reflecting upon her leadership
experience, Chloe shared, “I learned to try to have an open mind and listen.”
“My famous line,” began Margaret is, “Everybody has a lot to say until you get
into the CSE [Committee on Special Education], and then it’s crickets…I do try to have a
meeting where people should be empowered to say what needs to be said in a gentle
format.” Sheri added that encouraging colleagues, parents, and students to speak up was
important to her leadership style. “I think,” she said, “that Level Five Leader is having
people trust you and be open to having conversations with you and telling you exactly
what it is that needs to be done.” When speaking about interactions with parents, Chloe
explained, “I’ll start a conversation with, ‘First, tell me what it is you want to achieve in
this conversation or this meeting,’ and then I engage in the process of having a
conversation.”
Peggy spoke about how she uses inclusive language to accomplish her work.
Needing her superintendent to complete a task, she shared, “I didn’t say, ‘I need you to
do it,’ because he’s my boss. I said, ‘We could do this.” She continued with the story.
“It's very funny because the assistant superintendent goes, "Wait a minute." He goes,
"You just said, "We." He goes, "There's no 'we' in here." I go, "We could do this. We're a
team." It was kind of just one of those light-hearted discussions where the superintendent
actually looked over at me. He goes, "I appreciate 'we'. 'We' is softer." In another
example, Margaret discussed how she expects her staff to model positive language and
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behaviors. “If you answer the phone,” she explained, “and you’ve had a bad day, and
that reflects in the phone conversation – that reflects on me and on how I practice my
craft in the office. I can’t have that.” Janey shared that she models a respectful and
honest tone in her interactions with stakeholders. “I believe you have to be okay saying,
‘You know, I don’t know. I’ll have to look into that.” “Listen, the bottom line is, no can
be no, but it doesn’t have to be mean,” said Margaret. “It doesn’t have to be abrupt. It
doesn’t have to be brusque.”
Five of the eight women communicated their accessibility to students, staff, and
parents through their actions. Three women, Gale, Margaret, and Janey discussed leaving
their office door open as a way to communicate to others they were available and
welcoming. “I would say my door is open 90 percent of the time,” said Janey. In a
similar response, Gale shared, “My door is always open,” and Margaret added, “I’m not a
door closer…so, when you don’t close the door people come in.”
For Janey, Esma, and Sheri they communicated accessibility through their
interactions with staff and parents. When speaking about her colleagues, Esma offered,
“They don’t see me as this elitist boss, more like somebody that they’ll call to ask for
direction, ask for support, ask for advice.” Janey explained, “Parents will always hear
from me…I’ll always say, ‘You know how to reach me.’ ‘Oh, yeah, we [parents] do.’”
Sheri summarized this idea by saying, “You realize your actions speak louder than your
words sometimes. It’s important for you to realize that you have to model exactly what
you are expecting.”
Lastly, three of the women discussed the ways they communicated their position
as a special education leader. Peggy shared, “I don’t walk into the room and say, ‘I’m the
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boss.’” Sheri explained, “I find that most people that are really successful are those that,
when you talk to other people and they ask you to identify who they are, people don’t
identify you as being their boss. They identify you as being the individual or the name.”
In a later interview, Sheri went on, “People view you based on your output, your work.”
“I hardly ever tell people who I am,” said Gale. “I don’t introduce by titles…They
should be able to tell who is in charge. If you have to tell them, something is wrong.” In
the final interview of the session, Gale expanded on this point saying, “You should be
able to speak who you are. They should be able to listen to you and hear that you have
knowledge of something and, if the only thing you can rest on is a title, then leadership is
not for you.”
Relationships
For the women in this study, building and strengthening relationships was central
to their leadership experience. Inclusive of all, relational leaders respect and value the
individual contributions of the members in a community. Relational leadership relies on
placing stakeholders in the middle of the decision-making process, fostering mutual trust
and respect among people, and working collaboratively (Komives, et al., 2013; McIntosh,
2011).
“My whole thing is about relationships,” shared Chloe. “I build relationships in
the district. I build really strong relationships with people that have nothing to do with
Special Ed because my mantra is, ‘Everything has to do with Special Ed.’” “You have to
be able to build relationships with people and families and with the Transportation
Director and the Buildings and Grounds guy and the technology person. You’ve got to
have a good relationship with the superintendent and the business official,” said Peggy.
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Seven of the eight participants spoke about building relationships with stakeholders and
about the influence of relationships on their leadership. When reflecting on her role as
special education administrator, Peggy offered, “There is a lot of hard work involved and
a lot of relationships…it’s all about relationships.” In an identical statement about the
nature of special education administration, Chloe said, “It’s all about relationships.”
Taking time to build relationships with the community, parents, families, and
colleagues was central to the leadership experience of the women. “What I had come to
find as I started to go through the process of teaching and working with families and
being in special ed,” shared Margaret, “I think the relationships are different. When you
teach special ed with parents who have a needy child, I think the piece about - not,
maybe, you don't need to be the brightest and the most intelligent person teaching their
kids - you need to be able to understand where those kids are coming from, where those
parents are coming from, and what those individualized needs were.” Peggy shared the
anecdote of a student with multiple disabilities and a family struggling to manage the
varied needs of the child. “We hit so many roadblocks and so many bumps and pot
holes…once I developed the communication and the trust with them (the parents), she
(the mother) brings me coffee cakes now.” Sheri explained that, as a special education
administrator, “you work with so many people in the family.”
In addition to working with students and families, the women spoke about the
importance of building relationships with colleagues and staff. “I rely on building
relationships with my staff members so that they understand that I’m a real person…I’m
going to support them when they need support if that’s appropriate. I also expect them to
support me when appropriate,” shared Peggy. When Janey first took the position as a
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special education administrator, her goal was to “get special ed respected by the other
directors (in the district).” She discussed how she used her proximity in the office to the
copy machine to strike up conversations and build relationships with the other directors
when they came over to use the machine. “One of my goals was to get special ed to be
part of the conversation and to be invited to the table,” and she relied upon her
relationship-building skills to achieve her goal. Esma shared that her “understanding and
familiarity with the people” she leads allows her to adjust her leadership style and support
the individual staff.
Four of the women discussed how building relationships, whether with students
and families or colleagues and staff, was critical to their leadership. “I think,” began
Janey, “most special ed directors rely on their relationships with their constituents to be
effective.” When asked about the activity for which she was most proud, Chloe offered,
“I think I’m most proud…at the relationships that I’ve built.” Sheri summarized this
when she said, “I think it’s the part that they know that you’re in it with them in the thick
of it. You’re not going to leave them. You’re going to be there to motivate them, but at
the end of the day I think a good leader is one that, when it’s all said and done, they’re
there side by side with you through the thick and thin of it. If it’s difficult they’re going
to be by you, and I think you develop that because you developed that relationship and a
rapport with them. They know who you are.”
Teamwork
“I don’t like the connotation of boss,” began Sheri. “I don’t like it if someone
says that I’m their boss…I see myself as being a team member.” One important
requirement of leadership offered Gale is the ability to “build a team.” Janey added that
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special education is “very collaborative – a lot of team building.” For the purpose of this
study, teamwork was defined as cooperation among stakeholders to achieve a result
greater than one could as an individual (Murphy, 2010; Robbins & Judge, 2013). All
eight women discussed the importance of building a team, engaging in problem solving
as a team, and being a strong team member.
“No matter what - eight hours is eight hours,” shared Janey. “You can't stretch
eight hours - an eight-ounce glass of water only holds eight ounces of water no matter
what you do to it. But, if you're working on a team and you actually tap into every team
member's strength, you can get more out of that team …by tapping into a group's
strengths and being able to be collaborative you actually can accomplish more in eight
hours.” For the female special education administrators, building a team was an
important component of their leadership. As Gale explained, “Once you truly understand
that you’re only as good as the people behind you…Some people think that because
you’re the leader it’s all about you – it’s not all about you.” She went on to add that,
“leadership cannot be done in isolation. If you’re leading by yourself, you are going to
fail by yourself. Leadership is a very inclusive process.” Margaret spoke about the need
to include people on a team. “People, like school psychologists, social workers, and
counselors – build a team alongside you for support.” When reflecting upon the work
Sheri had completed, bringing an inclusion program to the district, she said, “I’ve kind of
created something here and it’s been with the group, but it’s funny. I don’t look at it as
my baby; I look at it as our baby.”
“I think I delegate really well,” said Gabbie and “I try to get everybody involved.”
Engaging in problem solving as a team was reflected by Margaret who said, “There are
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really good, skilled people on staff that need to be utilized for their strengths and execute
what needs to be done…You could drown in this job with how much there is – so if you
don’t start empowering folks that you trust, you’ll be running around like a chicken
without a head.” Reflecting upon her work, Chloe shared, “When I look at the big
picture, what I’m most proud of is that we are at a place where when we have an issue,
we now come to the table and talk about how to solve the problem.”
“We’re a team. I’m one cog in the big wheel and I’m a member of what I
consider to be a nice, elite group,” said Esma. During her leadership experience in the
US Navy, Gabbie shared, “It’s where I learned that you needed a team to get a task
done.” Now, as a special education administrator, Gabbie talked about her willingness to
be a strong member of the team. “I’m very willing to do the grunt work.” Sheri added,
“I’m still going to roll up my sleeves and be in the mud with them (colleagues)…They
know that if there is an issue I’m side by side with them.” Being a member of a team was
echoed in another comment by Esma who said, “My leadership style…is more of a direct
participant. Being a worker myself, leading by example, and I think it’s a matter of
ensuring that my administrators understand that I would never ask them to do anything
that I wouldn’t do myself or haven’t done myself.” “I’ve learned,” echoed Peggy, “ that
it’s easier to get things done…by going at it with more of a “we” approach.”
Instructional Leadership
A school is place of teaching and learning. Instructional leaders are critical to this
work as they are responsible for improving instruction, supporting students and staff, and
sharing best practices and research in the field of education (Hoy & Hoy, 2012). For the
women in this study, their early experiences in the classroom influenced their leadership

68

by providing a foundation in teaching. The women spoke about the importance of being
mentored and their responsibility to mentor others in their role as an instructional leader
in special education.
Classroom Experience
“I really loved teaching. I was happy. I felt fulfilled. I felt challenged,” shared
Chloe. Echoing that sentiment, Esma made a point of saying, “I loved being a teacher,”
and emphasized that if she had not been encouraged to take a leadership position she
would have remained in the classroom and been content. All eight of the women in the
study began their educational careers in the classroom. Six of the eight women were
certified as special educators with Esma making it clear that, during her college years
when special education was a relatively new discipline she told her advisor, “I don’t want
to go into Education. I want to go into Special Education.” She expressed her identity as
being rooted in special education. “I didn’t see myself as an elementary school teacher or
a high school teacher. I saw myself as a special educator.” Gale, the seventh participant,
began her career as an English Language Arts teacher where her introduction to special
education was working with exceptional children in a middle school and trying to meet
their unique needs. Lastly, Gabbie was the only woman who did not begin her career in a
traditional K-12 setting. Gabbie began teaching navigation and communications and
operations to adults at a training school for the U.S. Navy. Unlike the other seven
women who held teaching certifications, Gabbie left the Navy and pursued a degree in
counseling.
All the women spoke about their earliest experience in the classroom positively.
When sharing about her first teaching experience at an alternative high school for
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students unable to thrive in the general setting, Margaret said, “I loved them and I loved
being in that program.” When reflecting on her educational experience, Sheri regretted
leaving the classroom too soon. “I regret not staying a little bit longer, not being there in
the classroom a little bit longer to refine my skills a little bit more or just enjoy the
classroom piece of it.” Spending time as classroom teachers, whether in an elementary or
secondary school or in the Armed Services, the eight women relied on their classroom
experiences as they navigated the world of leadership and administration.
“Your teachers should be seeing you as the go-to person for instructional
leadership,” said Janey. In a similar response, Gale shared, “Some administrators don't
do the instructional part, but I think that's a flaw. I think an administrator and instruction
should come hand and hand.” Six of the eight women made reference to being
instructional leaders, familiar with the curriculum, accessible to their teaching staff, and
directly connected with instruction. During one interview Sheri made the point that,
“from a leadership perspective, I think just the idea of understanding a classroom and
understanding how a classroom functions,” is important for her work as special education
administrator. “Because I have the classroom perspective,” she went on, she can better
“understand what student needs are.” While Janey said that she didn’t think having a
teaching background was absolutely necessary, she did comment, “it gives you a big
advantage in a number of ways.” She went on to discuss how her classroom experience
helps her in the hiring process and helps her better support her teachers. For all the
women, their earliest experiences in the classroom built a foundation on instruction that
influenced their leadership. As Sheri summarized, “Going into the classroom, they [staff]
see me as the instructional leader.”
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Value of Mentorship
All eight women spoke about the positive role of mentors in their career. “When I
sat down here and had to do this job [Administrator for Pupil Personnel Services], I
realized they [mentors] taught me almost every single facet of the job, more so than I
would say I learned from a book perspective,” shared Sheri. When asked about the role
of mentors, the women discussed various people in their world – former principals or
superintendents, previous elementary teachers or university faculty, colleagues or parents
– all of whom encouraged them to pursue leadership and taught them lessons about how
to lead. When reflecting on her relationship with her elementary school teacher,
Margaret shared that this teacher “made a difference for my family, for my life.”
Two of the women, Gabbie and Chloe mentioned the importance of their parents.
“I think the leadership skills that I admired from a very young age were my mother’s,”
said Gabbie. “She was a teacher. She was socially a leader. She could get people to do
anything.” In a similar response, Chloe said that her parents had “the single greatest
influence of me than anyone.” As she continued to share her experience, she talked about
the ways her parents acted as leaders in the community, working to solve problems in
their neighborhood. In her own words, she added, “You solved the problem and you
moved forward. They lived that way and they taught us [siblings] to live that way.”
For other women, former superintendents or principals acted as mentors. It was
Gale’s former principal “who saw the true leadership capacity in me and she invested.”
Peggy’s first superintendent called her into the Central Office and gave her the first
opportunity as a special education leader. “She would say, ‘There are three sides to every
story,’ and then she would help me understand and interpret different perspectives of the
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various stakeholders.” The guidance and coaching the women received influenced their
leadership ability. “I'll still go back to my experiences, 10 or 15 years ago,” offered
Janey, “and I'll draw upon them to make decisions, to communicate more effectively, to
bring people together.” As Esma said, “I’ve learned through experience that some
leadership decisions are better than others and the way you address an issue is better than
others. I think I learned that just by modeling some of the people I worked under.”
In addition to individual mentors, the women also addressed the role of
professional networks in mentoring them throughout their careers. All eight women
belonged to professional networks, attending local meetings or participating in various
listservs targeted toward different topics, such as Medicaid, Special Education Directors,
or General Administrators. Although all the women participated in networking, their
experiences differed in terms of the usefulness of belonging. Gabbie had a positive view
of networks, saying, “Professional networks – I live and breathe by them.” For Gale,
Margaret, and Peggy the networks were not as helpful. Gale shared, “I don't reach out to
networks… this is my think tank. My building is my think tank.” Sheri explained that,
rather than reaching out to the larger region-wide special education network, she
successfully formed smaller, informal networks of local special education directors.
Janey and Gabbie both spoke about how their participation in networks helped
them feel more connected to their colleagues around the region. Janey offered,
“Professional networks, I think, are essential because this is a high-stress job…. Just
going and just knowing that other people are experiencing what you're experiencing and
you're not alone and you're not crazy.” Gabbie explained the importance of sharing
resources and experiences. She added, “I could not do it [the job] because I would feel
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like I was a Martian, that I was thinking so off-the-grid than everyone else around here
[her local district]… Then you go into that meeting and you realize, ‘It's not me.’
Everybody feels exactly the same way.”
Although the women had varied opinions about the importance of networks, they
were unanimous in their belief that they had a responsibility to mentor and mold,
encourage and influence new leaders. When asked what advice would she share with a
woman interested in pursuing a leadership career in special education?” Gale quickly
responded. “Have a great mentor,” she said, “and make sure that they're knowledgeable
of what special ed is because it's far different from being a special ed teacher.” “I believe
so much in the mentor issue – I saw how much it meant to me,” shared Sheri.
Modeling behavior, being positive, bringing fledgling leaders into conversations,
supporting administrative interns, and providing summer school leadership positions
were all examples of the ways the women tried to support the next generation of special
education leaders. “I think it’s our job to mentor young administrators,” said Chloe. She
discussed this idea in greater detail adding, “When people are new administrators, I try to
spend time with them. One thing I made a promise to myself to do – because someone
did it for me – was if I see them taking a misstep, I’ll have a chat with them.” In a similar
response, Sheri echoed the idea of helping others because of the help she received. “I
owe because someone did it for me.” Despite wanting to encourage others, Peggy
expressed a frustration that she didn’t foster leadership as much as she wanted. As she
continued her answer, she identified a number of ways she might, in the year ahead, bring
a teacher to a region-wide workshop of special education administrators or invite a
colleague to a luncheon.
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In addition to encouraging new leaders, Gale, Sheri, and Esma each discussed
how they have discouraged people from taking a position. Explaining this, Esma shared,
“Sometimes if you see that it might be the wrong person or the wrong time, you try to
open their eyes.” “I’ve tried to discourage a couple of people from becoming leaders
because I think they were doing it for the wrong reason,” echoed Gale. She went on to
explain, “There's a lot of people who want to be leaders to have a title - a lot of people
who want to be leaders to say they've achieved something - and the conversation that I
tell people is that your title really means nothing….if you can't move and you can't
position yourself and you can't make decisions and you don't have the ability or the
credibility to do it, don't do it.” Whether developing new talent for leadership positions
or encouraging a fledgling leader to reconsider a position, these eight women expressed a
responsibility to the field to bring new leaders into the fold. “You’ve created this great
system and these wonderful people and you know, eventually, someone is going to turn
around be like, ‘I interviewed for that position,’ and you can’t turn around and say, ‘No!’
You’ve got to say, ‘Yes, I know, you’re going to go there.’ I think that’s natural,”
reflected Sheri.
Leadership as Activism
“I think that we here – we’re here – for our community. We work for the
community. We work for the children. We are here because of them and our only job is
to make sure that they are successful,” explained Gale. Being advocates for children and
families, approaching everyone with whom they worked with empathy, and staying
focused on providing the best care for their clients, all eight women discussed their
leadership experience as being rooted in the spirit of activism. An educational activist is

74

a person who takes action, champions students with disabilities by putting their needs
first and does so with a compassion that all students deserve educational opportunities
(Connor & Gabel, 2013; Field & Baker, 2004).
Advocacy
Within this study, advocacy was used as both a noun and a verb. Advocacy, in
this study, was defined as speaking up, taking action, and drawing attention to issues or
concerns (Field & Baker, 2004; Bemak & Chung, 2005). For the women in the study,
advocacy was central to their identity and a strategy they employed for the families and
students in their care. Six of the eight women discussed how being an advocate or
engaging in advocacy was central to their leadership experience. Chloe summarized
advocacy, the noun, by stating, “We’re advocates for people with special needs. It’s what
we’ve chosen to be and, don’t forget, that’s who we are.” She later added, “I’m very
committed to Special Education. I was raised on the belief that everyone in the world
needs a chance and we’re responsible to make sure that they get their just desserts.
That’s part of who I am.”
The women went on to discuss how they use advocacy, the verb, as a strategy to
fight, negotiate, and educate. When working with colleagues or hosting a team meeting,
Gale said, “I’m fighting for what I believe in and I’m holding my ground and standing
there.” Advocacy as a fighter was expressed in the story Chloe shared about a teacher of
students with severe disabilities who was described by a principal as having a chip on her
shoulder because she insisted that her students received the same as the general education
students. When the principal spoke to Chloe about this teacher’s attitude, she responded,
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“She does have a chip on her shoulder and the day she doesn’t will be the day I take her
out of the class and put her somewhere else.”
Janey and Peggy both spoke about using their advocacy skills to negotiate
relationships. When speaking with parents, Janey shared that she tries to impress upon
them that they are both advocating for the student. “I’m advocating for your child but
from a different perspective…we are both here for the same reason but we just have
different roles.” When trying to help a student with a prosthetic leg, Peggy spoke to
various stakeholders – the student, the parent, the athletic director, and the gym teacher.
“You have to be able to advocate to a lot of different people to get things through the
bureaucratic process,” said Peggy and advocating through relationship building was one
strategy.
Margaret discussed her role as a responsible advocate. In a large district with
abundant resources she said one part of her job is “being seen as an advocate in spite of
saying no.” Providing the right services or technology for each student to best support
their learning can be difficult in a community where the belief that more, more, more is
always best.
Lastly, Chloe spoke about being an advocate who educates. Each year she
provides a workshop on the history of the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act and
she includes the historical importance of advocating for equality for all students.
Empathy
In this study, empathy was defined as an action. Empathy is the act of
understanding another person’s perspective. It is imagining oneself in the place of
another and telling them that you are with them (Bouton, 2016; Komives, et al., 2013;
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Northouse, 2012; Kaya, 2016) “Special education requires someone that has type of
emotional connection, an empathy,” shared Gabbie. Sharing an example of a child with
multiple disabilities, she went on to add, “You have to remember that [the struggles of
the child] and you can’t get cold to it. At a time when technology is making things
happen faster, when an email may take the place of a phone call, a tweet may take the
place of a personal visit, we can’t forget that this is a human experience.” Eight of the
eight respondents spoke about developing a deep empathy for the children and families in
their care, as well as the teachers and colleagues under their supervision.
“There was an empathetic component,” said Sheri when reflecting about her first
teaching experiences in a school of children with exceptionalities. In her current work,
she offered, “People don’t call you just for the good. They call you for the bad. They
call you screaming. They call you crying. They call you angry. It’s that ability to step
back and understand where they’re coming from and say it’s not a personal attack. It’s
not about you. It’s about something they are facing right now and how do you help them
out?”
Margaret shared a story of a parent who compared having a child with a disability
to that of wearing the lead cape at a dentist’s office. “She said it [being a parent of an
exceptional child] was like wearing a dentist lead cape, that you take your x-rays with,
every day. And then you sleep for that short period of time and you wake up without the
cape. And then you put it right back on again. And that framework for me, every time I
sat with a parent, I realized it was important to put that lead cape on because that’s what
they’re facing. And that’s what they’re feeling.”
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Like Margaret, Chloe shared a similar story. “Somebody told me a long time ago,
everybody has problems and everybody’s problem is the most important problem to
them…I’ve always tried to keep that in mind and remember it’s another person’s
perspective.” The women also discussed how empathy was an important element of their
leadership style with colleagues. “Leadership is so much more than your title and going
into a meeting and saying, “Okay, everybody make sure you get your IEPs finalized by
June 24th, that’s the deadline. You have to help them figure out how they’re going to
meet their deadline because you may have somebody whose child got sick. There are
situations in peoples’ families…things happen to people and you have to learn how to
make them successful.”
Understanding the needs of their staff and supporting them was echoed in the
comments by Sheri who added, “knowing someone’s child had a child, someone’s child
is getting married, someone’s mom is sick. It’s that personal piece of it [leadership] and
you can’t lose that personal connection with the people around you.”
Finally, it was Chloe who offered advice about empathy to her general education
colleagues. “I think it would be helpful for them to think more like special ed
people…There is a strong focus on curriculum [in general education]. You don’t have to
lose the human factor…Once you lose the human factor, that significantly impacts your
ability to lead. It doesn’t matter how much curriculum you have, you’re still leading
humans. It’s still human beings that are teachers and it’s human beings who are
students.”
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Client-Centered
In person-centered transition planning the needs and concerns of students with
disabilities are of critical importance (Rasheed, Fore, & Miller, 2006; Wells & Sheehey,
2012). Similarly, in this study, client-centered was defined as keeping a focus on the
needs of the students, families, colleagues, and community members for which the
female participants were responsible.
Speaking about special education administration, Chloe said, “this [special
education leadership] is very people-centered. I’m not insulated as an assistant
superintendent the way my colleagues are.” Sheri agreed, adding, “It’s [special education
administration] is a support service for a lot of kids, a lot of parents, and a lot of people.”
When comparing her role with that of her general education colleagues, Sheri continued,
“with special education you don’t just have a central office role. You touch everything.
You still get into the classrooms to see the kids and work with the kids and the parents.”
Making a similar point, Chloe said, “I think general education looks at the stuff first and
the people second. If they would flip that a little more often they would be more
successful.” Seven of the eight women in the study spoke about being client-centered
leaders.
“I think the best way to be a great leader in education is to keep the kids in mind.
Don’t lose focus of the children because that’s what you’re here for,” explained Sheri.
When asked about the skills of an effective special education leader, Janey said, “You
need to love the kids. You need to really…have an understanding of disabilities. If you
really didn’t like kids, you’re not going to be able to do this.” “I don’t want these kids
[special education students] to be any less valued educationally than the Siemens
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Scholar,” shared Gabbie. The women spoke about making educational decisions for
children that always kept the student and the student’s needs central. “It’s always that
person that you’re working with is the center of it [the decision]. If you don’t lose focus
of that center, I think, it just allows other people to see that you’re in it for the right
reasons and then they want to do anything they can to help you out,” said Sheri.
Margaret agreed, offering, “My connection with people is what will make people
understand why we are making the decisions we’re making…it will be an understanding
of where we need to go for the benefit of kids.” Chloe shared the question she asks of her
staff, “Is it [the decision] going to hurt the kid?” She continued, “In the end, is it going to
have a negative impact on the student or students?...If it is going to have a negative
impact, is there something that I can do to mitigate that and make it okay, make up for it,
make it okay. If there is, even if it’s unpopular, we’re still going to do it. But, if it really
is negative and it’s going to be a bad thing for kids, then I won’t cross that line.”
In addition to keeping students-first, the women also discussed how they worked
to put families-first. “We put family first,” explained Sheri, “but I think it’s a good thing
in a way because I think it makes us more responsive.” Gabbie spoke, at length, about
her work with the school-parent outreach group in her district. “I’m most proud of the
work I’m doing with the school-parent outreach group which is trying to connect
otherwise disenfranchised subgroups to the school, to the community.” As Gale
explained, “I think a big part of my leadership style and ability – or a big part of my day
– is making sure I interact with parents and kids and families. I try to make sure that the
decisions I make are based on actual children – actual programs – actual things that
happen in a classroom – actual input and feedback I get from parents – and that’s how I
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try to do things.” As she reflected upon her leadership, Gabbie summarized the
experience of being client-centered, by sharing, “You have to get to a point in time where
you say, ‘I’m going to do the best I can for as many children, as many families as I can.
I’m going to do the best I can to leave my mark and leave the place better than when I
found it.”
Political Leadership
When asked to reflect about her career, Janey answered, “A lot more politics than
I expected. A lot more politics.” As Bolman and Deal (2013) explain, all organizations,
including schools, operate according to political assumptions. Rival interest groups,
competition and conflict for resources, and negotiation among group members are part of
an unavoidable political environment (Bolman & Deal, 2013). In this study, the women
expressed the ways in which politics, as defined by the assumptions of Bolman and Deal
(2013), existed in their daily work. First, the women used diplomacy as a way to
negotiate for resources and to manage conflict. Second, the women felt politically
isolated or marginalized. Despite the team meetings and conferences, the female leaders
all discussed ways in which they felt isolated, marginalized, and alone in their work.
Margaret expressed, “I feel that we, in special education, work in isolation.”
Diplomacy
Diplomacy, the art of dealing with people in a sensitive and effective way, was
mentioned by seven of the eight participants in their ability to navigate the culture of their
school districts. As a political exercise, diplomacy is understood by foreign relation
practitioners as a connection to power and a method to secure peace over conflict
(Berridge, 2015; Siracusa, 2010). The purpose of diplomacy is to “enable states to secure
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the objectives of their foreign policies” (Berridge, 2015, p.1). Similarly, in this study,
diplomacy was defined as a way for the special education administrators to negotiate
power and deliver to their clients a positive educational outcome.
Sheri explained, “A political pressure that comes from outside…comes from the
fact that (this area) is extremely litigious and there are a lot of advocates and there are a
lot of attorneys. We try to get mom and dad to trust us (the school district) right away so
that we don’t have those outside sources come in…that’s the part that makes your job
difficult.” Knowing the culture of the community was a key to Janey’s success in her
leadership position. “Initially,” she said, “my greatest hump to overcome was the fact
that I don’t come from (this town)…Sometimes there’s a cultural hump. That was the
first thing. I didn’t know the inner workings – the politics – who knew who? How are
people related? That was initially very hard to overcome.”
Margaret shared that her initial challenge when she assumed her leadership
position was navigating the politics in the office. “The dynamics in this office,” she
began, “who didn’t get along…When I came here everything was so serious and
everything mattered so much.” Shifting the culture and encouraging her staff to
understand that mistakes were fixable was an important diplomatic change to be made.
“I think the difficulty with special education is that there are some difficult times
where you have to make decisions and they’re not always favorable decisions,” said
Sheri. Margaret echoed, “The only thing that I get in this role…I’m the fixer…finish the
job, close the deal, move on. Typically, when I close those deals not everybody is
happy.” Using their diplomacy skills to navigate those difficult decisions was central to
their success. As Gabbie explained, when she first assumed her leadership position she
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said, “I didn’t expect so much of a fight…I didn’t expect to have to convince people of so
much.” Peggy spoke about having to use diplomacy when making decisions. “I have no
problems making decisions,” shared Peggy. “I have no problem telling people hard
things over the years because I’ve gotten used to doing that.”
“You learn very quickly,” began Peggy, “that people only tell you…what they
think you want to hear. It’s not until you really sit down and maybe talk to three other
people that you find out what really happened.” Developing the skills to navigate
relationships and power was best captured by Gabbie who said this about leadership, “Be
a little more politically savvy.”
Isolation/Marginalization
Despite their use of diplomacy, political tensions existed for the female special
education administrators that lead to feelings of isolation and marginalization. Isolation
is often understood as the loneliness that results from having few connections to others
(de Jong Gierveld, van Tilburg, & Dykstra, 2016). In this study, isolation was defined as
being alone or separated from the educational community in which the participants
worked. Seven of the eight women spoke about their leadership experience as one that
felt lonely and estranged from their general education colleagues. Five of the eight
women discussed their role as special education leaders as one their colleagues and
families didn’t understand. As Margaret explained, “No one understands what you do
unless they do it. There’s no one around, I don’t believe, that knows what goes on in a
CSE (Committee on Special Education meeting) unless they’ve sat through it.” “If you
go home,” shared Sheri, “and you have the conversation with your spouse, they’re going
to be like, ‘What? What are you talking about?’ Some of the things you can’t even talk
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about because of the confidentiality, the kids. It’s too messy to understand.” “It’s
isolating because no one ever gets it (the job),” said Chloe.
Gale, Margaret, and Chloe talked about feeling lonely and alone. “People thought
that when you got to be that leader – and when you’re at the top of whatever it is – that
you’ll just be in a good place. It’s lonely unless you have a great team,” shared Gale.
She went on to speak about her partner, the Assistant Director of Special Education, as
being an ally and a confidante. “I have a partner,” she explained, “I’m not as lonely as I
think others are. Special ed is a world that not too many people understand. I don’t mean
children – I mean just everything…from the regulations, to the bills, to the finances, to
everything else.” “The big joke around here,” shared Margaret, “is I have a drawer with
a little bag of confetti. When I have one little celebration, I throw one piece up for
myself. This is my party.” Jokingly, Chloe shared, “I think I’m this wonderful,
accessible, down-to-earth, low-key person and it surprises me when people are
intimidated by me. It’s not me, it’s the position…It’s sort of lonely sometimes. It’s
lonely at the top.”
For Sheri, Janey, Chloe, and Peggy, being marginalized as a special educator was
part of their leadership experience. Marginalization is defined as the discrimination faced
by women or the exclusion from others they experienced (Aldridge & Christensen, 2013).
For example, Janey discussed the tension between she and the high school principal. In
her small district, Janey’s office is situated in the high school building – a converted
classroom is her office. “The high school principal,” she explained, “would actually say
at meetings, kidding around, ‘I could really use the classroom. Can you get her a trailer
or something?’ That kind of thing. I would say, ‘As long as it has a bathroom, I’m good
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with that.’ We’d kid around, but I knew, on some level, he really meant it.” In a later
interview, she revisited this experience, saying again, “I can’t tell you the number of
meetings he said, ‘Just get her a trailer. Get her out.’ Kidding around, but really meaning
it.”
When interacting with her general education colleagues, Sheri shared how she is
viewed differently because of her expertise in special education. “They (general
education administrators) look at us, ‘Hey, you’re special ed.’ I’m like, ‘No,
administrator, same degrees and licenses.’…Sometimes I have to stop myself because I
get a little red in the face and I start getting a little uncomfortable because I’m like, ‘I’m
not just special ed.’” In a similar way, Chloe echoed, “I’m 58 years old. I’ve been
around a long time. I’m the assistant superintendent. I have people who are,
theoretically, near and dear to me who have asked me, ‘Do you ever think you might
want to be a real assistant superintendent?” Janey, too, shared how she feels there are
times when she is not viewed in the same light as other administrators because of her
specialization in special education.
In addition to being marginalized as special educators, Janey and Peggy were the
only two participants to discuss being marginalized because of their gender. Janey
explained that, as one of the few women on her small district’s administrative leadership
team, she felt more aware of her gender than of her position. As the sole female in the
central office, Peggy discussed at length her experiences of being marginalized because
of her gender. When she was first hired as the Administrator for Pupil Personal Services,
Peggy shared that the all-male leadership team had, during the interview process, invited
her to eat lunch with them. “Fast forward a little bit,” she said, “I came. I would watch
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all four men walk by my window every day and go and have lunch. They never invited
me. They’d just walk by. We would laugh. All the women would laugh and they’d go,
‘I guess you didn’t get the invite. I guess you didn’t make it to the boys’ club.’” In
another anecdote, she spoke about how the male superintendent, at board meetings or
community events, would introduce the male principals and administrators and often fail
to introduce her. Whether this was because she was female or a special education leader
or both was unclear to Peggy. Peggy’s leadership experience, as well as those of the
other females in the study, was one marked by political tensions that often lead to being
alone and marginalized.
Balanced Leadership
Data collected under the theme, Balance, consisted of statements that captured the
tension women experienced as they managed their professional and personal
responsibilities. “I always knew it (special education leadership) was going to be hard. I
knew that. I think it’s harder than you think it’s going to be, but it’s better, too…It’s
harder, but yet it’s better. It’s also more gratifying…If you look at the rainbows and the
silver linings and the successes. If you look at those every day, then it is more
gratifying,” shared Chloe. Chloe’s statement summarizes what all eight participants
expressed. In each interview the participants expressed their leadership experience as a
balance between the exhausting aspects of their work and the rewarding aspects of that
same work. Working as a special education leader is exhausting and thankless, but it is
invigorating and rewarding.
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Tension
Seven of the eight women addressed the tension of competing demands: home
and work, general and special education, and professional and personal time. When
asked about the advice she’d share with young women interested in leadership, Chloe
said, “Try to keep balance.” Emma offered that one of her greatest challenges in the field
is “managing and balancing your life.” Chloe and Janey talked openly about their career
trajectory being influenced by the demands of their family. When the work demands at
her not-for-profit became too great for her young family, Janey said that, “my career went
up and down – influenced by my life…It [not-for-profit job] wasn’t fitting in with my
family. I had kids at that point.” Later in the interview series, Janey shared, “It becomes
a juggling act and I think that, as a woman, you’re always juggling with family life.”
Five of the women spoke about the tension between the demands of home and
work. For Margaret, Janey, and Emma, their husbands had to adjust to a life where their
wives’ career consumed early mornings and late nights. As Margaret explained, her
husband had married a teacher. As she assumed greater leadership responsibility, his
vision of “having a teacher for a wife…being home to get the kids off the bus, being
home for homework” shifted. Now, as an administrator of special education, she works
12 months a year and often has late night meetings. Emma echoed Margaret’s experience
sharing, “He [husband] had to adjust to us being teachers together, having all vacations
together, having the same hours, going to the gym in that afternoon together – it’s like
being very together, to every step I took, took a little bit more of me away from us.
Because I wasn’t coming home as early. I used to make fabulous dinners every night,
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because I’d come home at three o’clock and spend a few hours with my new
cookbook…So it was a give and take, and there were some growing pains there.”
Peggy and Gale spoke about the tension of balancing work with young children at
home. Peggy described balancing work when her first daughter was young. “I used to
take my baby and a blanket into my office with a portable DVD player on Saturdays and
Sundays and we would sit for as long as I could…I would try to get all the work done
that I couldn’t get done during the week, trying to balance everything else.” Gale spoke
about the long hours away from her family saying “you have to become a parent in a
different way.” Communicating frequently using text messages or buying cupcakes,
instead of making them from scratch, were the ways she coped with the demands of
parenthood and her administrative position.
Another type of tension was expressed by two of the women as they spoke about
balancing relationships between special education and general education. Working
alongside general education colleagues, Gale maintained how important it was for her to
pay attention to the district’s budget. “It's a lot of balancing of resources,” she said. “It's
- watching spending - making sure that special ed is not outspending the whole school
district and the budget cause it could cost a whole lot.”
Chloe spoke about the tensions between special education and general education
and balancing the needs of an exceptional child with those of the other students. “We
could do that,” she began, “but special ed spent all the money. You won’t let us have the
classroom party because the kids can’t have gluten. There’s always something that we’re
saying – Gee, this is really great, but let’s try to look at it differently and do it a different
way.” Despite this tension, Chloe talked about working with her general education
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colleagues saying, “I have always believed as a special ed person, that we can learn a lot
from our general ed colleagues. They have a different field of expertise, and we have to
tap into that all the time because let's not forget, just because you have special needs, it
doesn’t mean that you are also not a fourth grader or a tenth grader or have to graduate.
So the importance of there being this give and take, to me, was really important.”
The last type of tension that Sheri spoke of was balancing her professional and
personal time. As she said, “There is paperwork that comes home and things you have to
do so you spend time doing it, but what’s nice is that you balance yourself because the
job can take over and you could lose yourself. What I was starting to find when I first did
it, maybe because I was new and I was trying to figure out how to do the time
management piece of it, was that it literally was taking over. I was losing myself to the
job.” It was Margaret who spoke about the importance of finding balance and seeking
personal time to recharge from the demands of the job. “When I teach,” and explained,
“and I do professional development and I teach at the college, a lot of things I say to a lot
of women is - make sure you fill that reservoir because we do a lot for our families, for
our spouses, for our parents, for our kids, for our co-workers - that, if you don't take
something once a day and refill and refuel - you will become bankrupt.”
Exhausting Work
All the women in the study discussed the exhausting nature of the work. In this
study, references to long work hours, copious paperwork, limited vacations, or emotional
fatigue were all included in the definition of exhaustion. The amount of time the women
spent working was shared by Peggy who said, “I’m sure the other administrators told
you, it’s not a nine to five job. There’s a lot of stuff you do after hours. There’s a lot of
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times I’ll be sitting on my porch writing and checking emails.” Gabbie echoed, “I work
really hard. I work long hours. I have to work when I’m off.” “There are no vacations,”
began Esma, “You take your iPad with you.” Sheri offered, “If you’re a nine to five type
of person, if you’re the person that just wants to clock in, clock out, get a paycheck, have
your vacations, be off…it’s not the job for you. It’s not.” “This is a big job. I work
typically a 12 to 15 hour day, every day, like most people in my position,” shared Chloe.
“On a Friday at five o’clock or six o’clock, we call and we can pretty much guarantee,
I’m going to get the director (at another district). It’s just – we’re the ones that are
always here,” added Janey.
In addition to the amount of time the women spent working, they also discussed
the amount of paperwork, phone calls, and other tasks they complete daily. “We eat at
our desk, we go – we make phone calls from the car, on our way to a meeting - dealing
with something. We never stop dealing with things,” shared Esma. As Gabbie
explained, “What I found when I got to the consortium meetings (network of special
education directors in the area) is sometimes you feel very alone and exhausted and that
you are never going to get up from under…I must be doing something wrong because
there is so much to do all the time. Then, you go to those meetings and you realize that
everybody is in a similar place.” “You have so much to do,” began Gale. “You have to
make sure IEPs are compliant, you have to make sure you understand the law, you have
to make sure deadlines and state data is reported – that stuff is all part of the hamster
wheel.” Chloe offered, “My greatest challenge is just my own frustrations with when I
can’t get everything done that I want to get done.”
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The time and the paperwork are the physical pieces that created exhaustion for the
women, but they discussed the emotional exhaustion they experienced, too. “It’s a very
thankless job,” said Gale. “You have the work of ninety and the credit of none.” “You
get yelled at regularly,” shared Janey. Peggy echoed, “You never get accolades.” As
Gabbie explained, “There are days where it’s going from one thing to the next and having
to make some hard decisions and get into somewhat heated discussions. It’s energizing.
Then there are days when it’s fatiguing.” “If you’re the type of person that takes
everything personally, I think this job will eat you up,” said Sheri. When speaking about
the emotionally exhausting aspects of the job, Chloe offered bluntly, “No one calls to
give us good news here. We only exist because someone has a disability.”
Rewarding Work
Despite the fatigue and the paperwork, all eight women spoke about the
rewarding nature of their work. Rewarding work, in this study, was defined as the
satisfaction, praise, or benefit the women received as a result of their job. “I have a great
sense of purpose in what I do here,” shared Gabbie. “I think it is a gift when you are
given a job where you can make a difference in the lives of kids and families.” “I don’t
necessarily need the credit,” began Sheri. “It’s watching people enjoy what they do and
seeing how they affect change for kids – that’s what keeps me going.” Making a
difference in the lives of children and families and being agents of positive change in
their school communities were central to the leadership experiences of the participants.
“At the core of it, quite honestly, is probably knowing that I can make a
difference in certain families,” said Peggy. When asked for what she was most proud,
Janey shared, “making a difference and having a positive effect.” While the work may
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not always be publically recognized, Margaret offered, “You need to have the ability to
see that your impact, although not celebrated, it makes a difference.” “It can be a very
rewarding job when you see kids come all the way through your system,” shared Gabbie,
“…and you have played some small part in getting them from Point A to Point B.”
Impacting positive change in their schools and community was important to the
women in the study. “I wanted to effect change,” said Janey, “and change the way
special education was viewed.” “I could do so much for so many more kids (in
leadership) – because in the classroom I could only impact up to 15 kids or 25 kids,
whereas I could go into something and do more,” shared Sheri. Esma made the point
that, when she speaks with teachers interested in pursuing leadership, she often says to
them, “You have an impact. You have a greater impact because you’re not just working
on your own domain. You’re touching the lives of all of the different programs and
you’re supporting the people that are going to follow in your footsteps.” As Gabbie
explained, “The ability to change things globally is a real draw to me. It is also, up here
(at central office), you set tones, professionalism, warmth, relationship-building, trust and
you can help set that and then trickle it down.”
The tension of having an exhausting job, but one filled with incredible rewards,
was a theme that ran throughout the interviews. During the final interview with Gabbie,
when asked if there were anything else she would like to share, she offered a statement
that captures what, in one way or another, all the women expressed. “I think you should
know that regardless of how people started down this path toward education or how they
found themselves in the chair of a special ed administrator, it is somewhat of a calling.
It’s not a profession you go into or a job you go into to collect a paycheck or a thing to do
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or something you want to try. I think it has to be something that you give all your mind,
heart, soul, body to for the years that you can stand it. My predecessor did this job for 17
years here. She did it for several years before this. I have a lot of respect for what she did
and her passion. She had really true passion for students with disabilities. I hope someday
that someone reflects on my time here and they may have liked me or not liked me, but
they respected that I tried to better where I was.”
Summary
In this qualitative research study with phenomenological interviews, eight female
special education administrators were asked to reflect on their leadership experiences.
Using the three-interview series as proposed by Seidman (2006), the women discussed
their earliest experiences with leadership, their current work and leadership behaviors,
and their reflections on their leadership experiences. These questions were all asked
within the framework of their role as special educators. The central research question
asked: How do female special education administrators understand their leadership
experiences?
In answer to this research question, the findings of this investigation suggest that
the eight women understood their leadership in five unique ways. First, the women in
this study expressed the importance of collaboration (Goman, 2014; Northouse, 2012;
Rubin, 2009; Waldron & Mcleskey, 2010). The women expressed the multitude of ways
they communicated ideas of inclusiveness, teamwork, and shared-decision making
(Komives, et al., 2013; Murphy, 2010; Northouse, 2012; Robbins & Judge, 2013). The
fostering and development of relationships was threaded throughout their work as special
educators (Komives, et al., 2013; McIntosh, 2011). Second, the women discussed the
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ways their teaching experiences and opportunities for mentoring were reflected in their
instructional leadership (Brunner & Grogan, 2007; Elmore, 2000; Grogan & Shakeshaft,
2011; Hoy & Hoy, 2012; King, 2002; Southworth, 2002). Third, advocacy and empathy
were central to their leadership experience as activists (Bemak & Chung, 2005; Bouton,
2016; Field & Baker, 2004; Kaya, 2016; Komives, et al., 2013). The female leaders were
client-centered ensuring that students, parents, teachers, administrative colleagues, and
the community were all important members of their advocacy work (Rasheed, et al.,
2006; Wells & Sheehey, 2012). Fourth, the female special education administrators
operated in a political school environment that they navigated through their use of
diplomacy (Berridge, 2015; Bolman & Deal, 2013; Siracusa, 2010). An important aspect
of this political experience was the isolation and marginalization they reported (Aldridge
& Christensen, 2013; de Jong Gierveld, et al., 2016). Finally, the female special
education administrators experienced their leadership as a balancing act. That is, their
work as a special education leader existed as a balance between personal and professional
demands, special education and general education demands, and the exhausting and
rewarding nature of their work as special education leaders (Eagly & Carli, 2007;
Hochschild & Machung, 2003; Herzberg, Mausner, & Snyderman, 1993).
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CHAPTER 5
DISCUSSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS FOR FUTURE RESEARCH
Introduction
The purpose of this qualitative research study with phenomenological
interviewing was to understand the leadership experiences of eight female special
education administrators. The discussion and recommendations addressed in this chapter
are drawn from the results of the research study in conjunction with a review of the
existing literature. For female special education administrators, their leadership
experiences were understood as: (1) collaborative-relational, (2) instructional,
(3) activism, (4) political, and (5) balance.
The chapter begins with comparisons of themes that emerged from the findings
and concludes with recommendations for future research. An action model for
understanding female leadership in special education is proposed based on the themes
that arose from this study:
1.

Collaborative-Relational leadership is central to the experiences of female

special education administrators. Collaboration is fostered through communication,
teamwork, and relationship building.
2.

Female special education administrators understand their leadership

experience as one influenced by their earlier work as teachers and by their relationships
with mentors. This early teaching experience and mentorship provides a foundation for
instructional leadership.
3.

The women in the study felt marginalized because of their position as

special education leaders. This marginalization led the women to view leadership as
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activism for social justice. The leaders kept the needs of their clients central to their
work as activists relying on empathy as they advocated for children, family, and staff
working with exceptional students.
4.

The work demands of special education leadership are intense and

exhausting. Balanced leadership was important for the women as they negotiated the
tension between their work satisfactions and frustrations.
Collaborative-Relational Leadership
Leadership, for the special educators in this study, was not hierarchically
structured, but rather a collaborative experience that was built through communication,
relationships, and teamwork. Northouse (2012) describes leadership as an “interactive”
event, where power is shared among the stakeholders. Rubin (2009) identified 25
dimensions of collaborative leadership that act interdependently. Of the 25 dimensions,
three emerged as categories under the theme, Collaboration: interpersonal communication
skills, understanding people, and group process (team). Chrislip and Larson (1994)
explain that the purpose of collaboration is to create and execute a vision, composed of
multiple perspectives, to achieve an outcome greater than any one person could
accomplish alone. The authors suggest that collaboration is the synergy of
communication and relationships and its results are more dynamic because of this
partnership. As they engaged in collaboration, the women in this study built their
leadership foundation on their communication skills, relationships, and teamwork.
Throughout the interviews, there were 60 references made to communication. To
build a relationship, communication is paramount. Without it, leaders cannot influence
their followers and partnerships cannot grow (Rubin, 2009). The women in the study
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discussed the ways they used communication as a tool to foster collaboration.
Collaboration is necessary for special educators because it is codified in law and
regulation, in particular the Individuals with Disabilities Education Improvement Act
(IDEA) of 2004. As Friend (2011) suggests, collaborative action is a “crucial dimension
to the planning, delivery, and evaluation of special education (p. 27)”. In order to act
collectively and perform their job responsibilities as special educators, the women in the
study relied on their communication skills. Listening to others, modeling inclusive
language, and encouraging the perspectives of all stakeholders were central to their
leadership experience (Komives et al., 2013).
The women in the study understood their leadership experience was relied on a
network of relationships. For special educators, procedural safeguards written in IDEA
require that any decision related to a student with a disability is made with parent input
and consent (Friend, 2011). This principle in IDEA requires that special educators share
information and work collaboratively by developing relationships with parents and other
stakeholders. The female leaders in this study placed relationships with people at the
center of their work (McIntosh, 2011; Rubin, 2009). Understanding the needs and
concerns of the stakeholders in their school and community with empathy and respect,
the women leaders spoke about the importance of building and maintaining relationships
with the students, families, and colleagues they serve.
The last element of collaborative leadership expressed by the women in the study
was that of teamwork. When writing an individualized education program (IEP), IDEA
regulations (20 U.S.C. §320.321) state specific people must be included on the team.
These people include, but are not limited to: parents, a special education teacher, a
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general education teacher, a school district representative, and the student (Wright &
Wright, 2006). All of the female leaders discussed the ways being a member of a team
was both a personal value and supported by law and policy. Collaborative leaders work
to foster collective action, which the women in this study described as teamwork
(Komives et al., 2013; Rubin, 2009).
The findings from this study suggest that the female leaders acted collaboratively.
From the experiences they shared, the women spoke about the importance of
communication, relationships, and teamwork. While working collaboratively leads to
more inclusive decision-making and offers a platform for stakeholders to share ideas and
speak about concerns, it is not without its challenges (Cross, Rebele, & Grant, 2016;
Merchant, 2011; Northouse, 2012; Weisul, 2015). There are disadvantages to
collaboration and collaborative leaders need to be cautious and aware. Collaboration can
be time-consuming and energy draining. It may take teams longer to make a decision or
teams may actually propose fewer solutions (Weisul, 2015). While encouraging the input
of many can build trust, it can also create confusion, result in conflicts, or increase the
amount of work for the team (Cross et al., 2016; Merchant, 2011). Many times,
collaborative teams meet more frequently, consume participants’ energy, and may not
find a solution. These challenges may be difficult for special education leaders because
they are legally required by federal law and state regulations to act collaboratively in
regards to the placement, programs, and services of students with disabilities (Wright &
Wright, 2006; Friend, 2011). Despite the challenges that come with developing
relationships and working on a team, the eight women in this study used their
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communication skills and interpersonal skills to create a culture of collaboration that
reflected their values and those outlined in special education law (Goddard, et al., 2015)
Instructional Leadership
Classroom teaching is the most common point of entry into school leadership
(Gates, Ringel, Santibanez, Ross, & Chung, 2003). Women school leaders are more
likely to have begun their educational careers in the classroom (Brunner & Grogran,
2007; Grogan & Shakeshaft, 2011; Tallerico, 2000). These early teaching experiences
influence their later leadership actions making them more familiar with instructional
methods and academic interventions (Glass et al., 2000). For the women in this study, all
eight of the participants began their careers as teachers and expressed that those early
experiences influenced their current perspectives on leadership by providing a foundation
in instruction and curriculum (Elmore, 2000; King, 2002; Southworth, 2002).
“Administration and instruction should come hand and hand,” said Gale, one of
the six women who made a direct reference to instructional leadership. The women
discussed the ways in which their early teaching experiences influenced their
understanding of effective instruction. When school leaders have the knowledge and
expertise to provide professional development, evaluate teacher effectiveness, or model
instruction because of previous classroom experience, they have greater credibility with
their teaching staff (Southworth, 2002).
Research suggests that, in addition to the school principal, school leaders at every
level have a role to play in providing instructional (Lashway, 2002). Special education
leaders who begin their careers in the classroom have the experience and knowledge to
teach diverse learners. These early experiences and preparation may led to fewer
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referrals to special education and better support for the special educators under their
supervision (Voltz, Brazil, & Scott, 2003; Voltz & Collins, 2010). For the women in this
study, early classroom experience provided them a perspective on teaching and learning
critical to leadership. Special education leaders who create and foster a collaborative
culture that is centered on improving instruction are able to support school improvement
(Goddard, Goddard, Kim, & Miller, 2015).
In order to prepare future special education teachers and administrators for the
challenge of working with exceptional students, State Departments of Education and
Graduate Colleges of Education which provide field-based experiences allow students the
opportunity to develop and enhance their instructional knowledge and skills (Davis,
Darling-Hammond, LaPointe, & Meyerson, 2005; Hale & Moorman, 2003). School
leaders who begin their careers in classrooms will have perspectives on teaching and
learning that influence future decision-making. For leaders in special education,
specifically, time in the classroom teaching students with disabilities may help to develop
empathy and understanding for the students and families they will later serve as leaders
(Voltz & Collins, 2010).
Leadership as Activism for Social Justice
When people attribute negative characteristics to people with disabilities, it is
known as the Spread Effect (Wright, 1983; Dunn, 2015). A classic example of spread is
when a person, often incorrectly, views a student with a physical disability, such as
cerebral palsy, as also having a cognitive disability. When discussing disability spread,
Keefe and Parmley (2003) write, “The symbolic meaning of disability can be constructed
to include those who work in the field of special education (p. 92).” Special education
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leaders are also the recipients of negative spread and are perceived as limited or inferior
to their general education colleagues. Given the effects of disability spread, special
education leadership may be perceived as an inferior school leadership position. Leaders
in general education often lack knowledge, expertise, and experiences in special
education (DiPaola & Walther-Thomas, 2003; Wakeman, Browder, Flowers, & AhlgrimDelzell, 2006). For this reason, general educators may not view their special education
colleagues as having the same qualifications and expertise. This may be one of the
contributing reasons why female leaders have achieved success in the field. A special
education leadership position may be not as appealing to a male leader because of spread
or its perceived status as less than optimal.
Seven of the eight women spoke about the marginalization they felt because of
their work in special education. The women discussed the isolation they experienced
because their general education colleagues were unfamiliar with the work of special
educators or did not value the experiences of teaching and leading in special education
(DiPaola & Walther-Thomas, 2003; Wakeman et al., 2006). Chloe shared the example of
friends and colleagues who minimize her expertise in special education by asking, “Do
you ever think you might want to be a real assistant superintendent?”
“Doubly marginalized” is how Keefe and Parmley (2003) describe the female
special education leaders in their qualitative study. The authors suggest that the women
are marginalized because they are female and because they work with exceptional
students. The majority of responses coded as gender in this study were a result of a
specific interview question meant to target the marginal experiences of women. The
question read, “Some people may argue that women are not capable leaders because they
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are emotional, distracted by the demands of home and family, or don’t have the right
disposition to lead. What would you say to those people?” “I would say,” responded
Margaret, “they haven’t met a competent woman.” Or, as Chloe shared, “The whole
theory of us being distracted or worried about children or husbands…it’s those things that
often make us better special education leaders because we are aware of what’s going on
in other people’s lives.”
The marginalization experienced by the women leaders in this study, as a result of
either their work with exceptional students or assumptions about their sex or both those
reasons, led the women to self-identify as advocates (Field & Baker, 2004; Bemak &
Chung, 2005). As leaders for advocacy the women discussed how empathy gave them a
sense of understanding and compassion toward students with disabilities and their
families. Empathy gave rise to action in the form of advocacy for exceptional students.
This fight for access, for equality, for inclusiveness is deeply rooted in the history of
special education (Friend, 2011). Leadership for social justice and advocacy compliment
one another because both require a commitment to improve the lives of others. The
women in this study expressed entering the field of special education leadership to make
a difference. These findings are similar to those of Grogan and Shakeshaft (2011) who
report that women are likely to pursue a career in education because of its connection to
social justice. Furthermore, as the women leaders advocate for greater inclusiveness for
students with disabilities, they are fighting for themselves as well. Feeling isolated from
their general education colleagues, the women leaders are advocating that their position
and their work in special education be valued.
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Balanced Leadership
Frederick Herzberg and his colleagues presented a Two-Factor Theory of
Motivation in their seminal work, The Motivation to Work (1993). Known as the
Motivator-Hygiene Theory, it offers a way of understanding job satisfaction and
motivation. In the study the authors identified factors that impacted work satisfaction and
factors that led to dissatisfaction (Herzberg, et al., 1993). According to Herzberg’s
theory, employees can experience satisfaction and dissatisfaction, simultaneously, from
the same work. This satisfaction-dissatisfaction tension may occur because the
components of each factor operate on a separate scale. As a result, manipulating one
factor may influence satisfaction, but may have no effect on dissatisfaction.
Motivator factors, or satisfiers, are linked to the work people perform. Motivators
are primarily intrinsic to an employee. Examples include responsibility, recognition,
sense of achievement, and meaningfulness of the work. These intrinsic motivators or
satisfiers will increase the job satisfaction experienced by the employee. Hygiene factors,
or dissatisfiers, are extrinsic to the work. These dissatisfiers are often related to the
environment in which people work and are not linked to the actual work itself. For
example, fair pay or a clean and modern workspace are part of an employee’s experience
at work, but are not related to the performance or job. Hygiene factors may prevent
dissatisfaction, but won’t bring about satisfaction. The factors function independently
from one another, so reducing dissatisfaction does not mean that satisfaction will result.
In order to improve motivation, employers must focus attention on satisfiers.
Manipulating satisfiers, such as providing opportunities for advancement or increasing
meaningful work demands, will lead to increased motivation, higher job satisfaction, and
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improved performance (French, Rayner, Rees, & Rumbles, 2011; Herzberg et al., 1993;
Robbins & Judge, 2013).
The greatest amount of data in this study of special education leaders was
captured under the overarching theme, Balance. The women leaders expressed the
tension they experienced as one between rewarding work (satisfaction) and exhausting
work (dissatisfaction). As Herzberg’s theory explains, employees can experience
satisfaction and dissatisfaction from the same job and his theory serves as useful template
for the purpose of this current study. In this investigation, the findings align with
components of the Two-Factor Theory of Motivation, in particular as it relates to the
intrinsic motivators (Herzberg et al., 1993). For the women in this study, the satisfaction
they experienced occurred because the work they performed had purpose, a positive
impact, and the rewards of seeing children and families succeed. The intrinsic factors the
women identified acted, as Herzeberg’s theory suggests, as motivation. The women in
this study deviate from Herzberg’s theory because the exhaustion and dissatisfaction was
a result of their job responsibilities and not related to the work environment. For the
female special education leaders, job dissatisfaction was expressed as the result of the
copious paperwork, long hours, or emotional fatigue of the work. The women leaders in
this study sought balance between the exhausting elements of their work and the
rewarding and invigorating elements of their work. Table 5.1 provides examples of the
tension between the rewarding and exhausting components of the work the special
educators performed.
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Table 5.1: Reward and Exhaustive Factors
Rewarding
Work
(Satisfaction)

Reward Factors
- Responsibility
- Sense of
Achievement
- Meaningfulness
of the Work

-

-

-

Exhausting
Work
(Dissatisfaction)

Exhaustive Factors
- Insufficient
Time
- Workload
- Emotional
Fatigue
- Lack of
Recognition

-

-

-

Participant Voices
“I have a great strong sense of purpose
in what I do here. I think it is a gift when
you are given a job where you can make
a difference in the lives of kids and
families, in the decisions that you make.
– Gabbie
“I think you need to have the ability to
see that your impact...it makes a
difference.” – Margaret
“I think that this (special education) is a
great field. I think it’s a great
opportunity to lead. I think it’s a great
opportunity to make incredible
difference in people’s lives. I think it’s
a great opportunity to feel good about
the work that you do on a daily basis.”
– Chloe
Participant Voices
“There are no vacations.” – Esma
“This is a big job. I work typically a 12
to 15 hour day, every day, like most
people in my position.” – Chloe
“If you are the type of person that takes
everything personal, I think the job will
eat you up.” – Sheri
“It’s a very thankless job…you have the
work of ninety, you get the credit of
none.” - Gale

Despite the frustrations or fatigue they expressed, it was the meaningfulness of
the work that influenced their job satisfaction and kept the leaders motivated to perform.
Herzberg (1993) suggests that people express a positive attitude toward their work
because the work fulfills their need for self-actualization. Self-actualization is the “desire
for self fulfillment (Maslow, 1954, p. 46).” A person seeking actualization looks for
challenges that will continue their emotional and intellectual growth (Maslow, 1943).
Peggy captured this idea when she shared, “I really wanted to do more, I guess. I really
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did want to do more than just be in a classroom…I thought that I could definitely
continue to do that (teach) or I thought that I might be able to help a larger number of
kids with my experience...That’s really kind of what started to drive me.”
Maslow (1970) identified concern for the welfare of others as one of the 15
characteristics of a self-actualized person. As special education leaders the women in this
study spoke about how their work affords them an opportunity to make a difference for
exceptional children. This concern for others was reflected in the leadership experiences
of the women in this study and contributed to their job satisfaction and motivation.
Conceptualizing Female Leadership in Special Education
In their review of the literature on women’s leadership in education, Margaret
Grogan and Charol Shakeshaft (2011) identified the five themes that capture the ways
women lead: relational leadership, leadership for learning, spiritual leadership, leadership
for social justice, and balanced leadership. Throughout the 24 interviews, the participants
in this study expressed ideas and shared experiences that reflected these themes and
added to them. As both women and school leaders their understanding of leadership was
framed by their work as special educators. The five themes identified by Grogan and
Shakeshaft complement the field of special education in a number of ways. Figure 1
partially aligns the five themes of women’s leadership identified by Grogan and
Shakeshaft with the findings from this study and an explanation of the ways the
foundations of special education relate.
First, the collaborative-relational leadership expressed by the special educators
echoed the theme of relational leadership. Since special education leaders work within a
team structure and share decision-making, the women in this study spoke about the
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importance of building relationships as a way to foster collaboration. Second,
instructional leadership and leadership for learning were similar. The special educators
in this study used the term instructional leadership. The women explained how their
early experiences in the classroom influenced their understanding of effective instruction
and gave them credibility with their staff. Third, Grogan and Shakeshaft (2011) use the
term spiritual leadership to explain how women, particularly women of color, rely on
their faith or spirituality to give them hope as they work for change. Ideas of social
justice, the fourth theme, bleed through spiritual leadership especially the idea of
challenging and changing the status quo. For the women special educators in this study,
their work for change was rooted in their identity as advocates and informed by their own
experiences of isolation and marginalization. Leadership as activism was expressed in
their statements about fighting for the rights of students with special needs. Activism and
social justice leadership are related in that both require a commitment to improve the
lives of others. Finally, balanced leadership was evident in the ways the women spoke
about managing personal and professional demands.
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Figure 1: Conceptualizing Female Leadership in Special Education
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Table 5.2 uses the themes that emerged from this study and includes the voices of
the participants aligned with female leadership in special education. The parallels
between women’s leadership and special education may offer an explanation for the
success of female leaders in the field. The field of special education attracts women
because it reflects their values. Their approach to leadership is reflected in their work as
special educators.
Table 5.2: Conceptualizing Female Leadership in Special Education

Female Leadership in Special
Education
CollaborativeRelational
Leadership

Special education
leaders work
within a team
structure relying
upon relationships
to complete their
work. They do
not work in a
traditional
hierarchical
power structure,
but find
themselves placed
on a team where
power is shared.

Participant Voices

-

-

-

-

-

-
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“I’m the type of person I feel that looks to the
team and pulls strengths from the people on
the team and empowers them to utilize those
strengths to strengthen the entire organization.
I acknowledge that I can’t possibly hold the
skill set that a team of many can.” – Margaret
“I would say that I have a collaborative style,
insofar as I try to get input from sources, other
sources and players and try to develop buyin.” – Gabbie
“I think my greatest strength is the ability to
build relationships on an individual basis with
the principals and with my superiors…and
with the business office. It honestly is a faceto-face relationship.” – Peggy
“My whole thing is about relationships, so I
build relationships in the district. I build
relationships with people that have nothing to
do with special ed because my mantra is,
“Everything has to do with special ed.”” –
Chloe
“I tend to be more collaborative in nature and
I tend to be more team-orientated.” – Sheri
I describe myself as a collaborative leader and
I have a strength in relationship-building.” Janey

Instructional
Leadership

Special education
leaders are
instructional
leaders who
understand the
general
curriculum and
have the
knowledge to
make
modifications and
accommodations
for all learners.
They are
responsive to
learning and
behavioral
interventions and
rely on the
feedback loop of
instruction and
assessment to
make decisions.

-

-

-

-
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“Going into the classroom and having that
direct connection…They see me as the
instructional leader that goes in the classroom
to observe, but they also see me as being the
person that’s walking through the building
because I’m running CSE [Committee on
Special Education meetings]. – Sheri
“My leadership strengths – one, I think I have
experience in the field, in the classroom, in
the trenches. Two, I think I'm well
researched… in actual day-to-day activities,
actual hands-on activities. I share it in one of
two ways. If it's not overwhelming, I'll send it
directly to the teachers. If it's overwhelming, I
send it to either the administrators or the
assistant director. Depends on the level
because sometimes it needs to be flushed out,
watered down and then shared.” – Gale
“I really do feel that I do have a teaching role
with my young teachers that come in or my
young administrators, teacher coordinators
and even my veteran staff, veteran principals.
There’s always those teachable moments.” –
Esma
“It would be very hard to build a relationship
with a whole group of stakeholders, your
teachers, that should be seeing you as the goto person for instructional leadership if you've
never taught in special ed. How do you, on
Superintendent's Conference Day, how do you
give them a tool?” - Janey

Leadership as
Activism for
Social Justice

Special education
leaders are driven
to act because of a
belief system that
values access,
equality, and
inclusiveness of
all learners. Their
commitment to
improving
education for all
is a way to
strengthen a
community.

-

-

-

-

Special education
is rooted in a
history of social
justice. The push
for greater
acceptance of all
students with
disabilities, their
teachers, and their
leaders in the field
is a continuation
of that
framework.

-

-

-

111

“We’re advocates for people with special
needs. It’s what we and we’ve chosen to be
and don’t forget that. That’s who we are.” –
Chloe
“At the time, [there were] just self‑ contained
or resource-room programs. There was
nothing in‑ between, but we had inclusion of
the high school. It was very backward… we
had a high school program but nothing at the
elementaries…In eight years we had
inclusion… the eight years I was here we got
a [inclusion program at each level] grade for
every year.” – Sheri
“I’m always passionate about advocating for
kids…I think what I’m passionate about is
giving the right service to the right kids for
the right reasons.” – Margaret
“I can think of many, many families I’ve
worked with over the years who have very
severe needs…As far as my strength and what
I’m most proud of is advocating for those
families in addition to my majority population
of special education children.” – Peggy
“Professionally, I think my biggest obstacle
that has been most daunting for me… I really
have a difficulty with bigotry and prejudice.
It's alive and well, including for people with
disabilities. And even though it's 2016, and
we can have every awareness month known to
mankind, we still face an incredible amount of
prejudice.” – Chloe
“I’m a teacher. I did teach. I know about
reading. I know about that math stuff. Yes,
science, social studies, got it.” But they
[colleagues] don’t see it as being like that
you’re a global - that you’re an expert at all
these things. They see it as just you’re special
ed, and I think that’s the part. It still drives me
crazy at time, I have to tell you. Sometimes
people look at you like, “Oh, you’re special
ed.” No, it’s the same thing like your kids, it’s
like, “No, your kids have a disability, they
could still do the same thing you’re doing.
They need to figure it out.” But it’s almost as
if they do the same thing with us [special
education leaders]. They look at us, “Hey,
you’re special ed.” I’m like, “No,
administrator, same degrees and licenses.” –
Sheri
As far as the social justice goes… We [Pupil
Personnel Office] formed this School Parent

Community Outreach Task Force that comes
out of this office, which is one of my favorite
things I work on. It is specifically so that we
reach out to marginalized groups… This task
force does a lot of work in trying to reach out
to families and say, "We have got to stay
connected to the schools. You have got to get
your kids in soccer. You have got to get your
kids in art club." This is what we are doing in
that in this course. It excites me, I just love
the work and I wish I had more time to do it.”
– Gabbie

Balanced
Leadership

Special education
leaders must
balance and
negotiate the
special education
sphere and the
general education
sphere. The
leaders must also
balance the
tension between
the exhaustive
nature of the work
and the rewards
and satisfaction it
provides.

-

-

See Table 5.1 for exhaustion/reward balance
statements
“[Special education administration] It's a lot
of balancing of time. It's a lot of balancing of
resources. It's - watching spending - making
sure that special ed is not outspending the
whole school district. – Gale
“I have always believed as a Special Ed
person, that we can learn a lot from our
General Ed colleagues. They have a different
field of expertise, and we have to tap into that
all the time because let's not forget, just
because you have special needs, it doesn’t
mean that you are also not a fourth grader or a
tenth grader or have to graduate. So the
importance of there being this give and take.”
– Chloe

When the women in the study were asked to reflect upon their leadership
experiences and the field of special education, Chloe shared, “I think the only way we’re
ever going to get to really grow special education administrators, men or women, and
keep them is the change the support system they have.” As the findings of this study
suggest, the women experienced frustration and exhaustion with their work as special
educators. Citing the long hours, copious paperwork, and emotional fatigue, the women
expressed that the job expectations were, at times, too big for any one person. “Special
ed,” said Esma, “is becoming so cumbersome.”
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Distributed leadership may offer a perspective for these leaders and others in the
field. Leadership shifts with time and tasks. It is erroneous to equate leadership with a
single person or an action because leadership is a practice (Spillane & Diamond, 2007).
Leadership is a result of the interactions among leaders, followers, and their situations,
not a single action (Spillane, 2005). In any school or district there are multiple leaders
and distributed leadership recognizes that they all can play a leadership role (Spillane &
Harris, 2008). Collaboration, a skill that emphasizes teamwork and was demonstrated by
the women in this study, is an integral component of distributed leadership, but does not
constitute distributed leadership. Transferring responsibilities and projects to members of
the leadership team might alleviate the pressures on a single leader. To better balance the
professional and personal demands of leading in special education, distributed leadership
may offer an alternative to leaders faced with a tremendous workload (Tudryn,
Boscardin, & Wells, 2016).
Ways Female Administrators of Special Education Lead
Based on the findings and summarizing themes of this study, Figure 2 represents a
dynamic model of female leadership in special education. This visual representation of
the findings illustrates the importance of collaborative-relational leadership and the ways
in which all other elements of leadership are connected to and driven by collaboration
and relationships. The cornerstone of special education is collaboration as it is written
into the federal legislation that guides the field, IDEA. The female special education
administrators in this study spoke about the ways collaborative-relational leadership was
central to their leadership experience.
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Within a collaborative-relational framework, instructional leadership, balanced
leadership, and leadership as activism for social justice operate. The female leaders
called upon these other types of leadership, but they did so against a backdrop of
collaboration. Figure 2 offers a model of how the female special education
administrators visualized their leadership.
Figure 2: Ways Female Administrators of Special Education Lead

Recommendations for Future Research
The findings from this study contribute to the fields of special education and
educational leadership by adding the voices and leadership experiences of eight female
special education administrators to the research cannon. Building on the conclusions
from this study, four strands of future research are presented.
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First, a similar qualitative study focused on male special education administrators
would provide a point of comparison that highlights similarities and differences between
female and male leaders and their experiences as special education administrators. This
research strand might identify if all special education leaders experience marginalization
universally.
Second, future studies that ask similar leadership questions of other female school
leaders, such as principals or superintendents, would allow researchers to see if there are
similar patterns of leadership behaviors exhibited by all female leaders or if patterns vary
by roles and responsibilities. This strand of research might highlight the similarities and
differences experienced by general and special education leaders. As female leaders
working in either a general education or special education setting, there might be
experiences of which only one group has knowledge.
Third, given the findings from this study regarding the exhausting nature of
working and leading in special education as expressed by the participants in this study,
future research focused on coping skills, strategies, or supports for leadership success
would add to the knowledge base on protective factors. Conclusions from such research
might influence pre-service preparation of future special education leaders. Findings
from this strand of research would benefit the field of special education by helping
current and future leaders better understand their work and the associated expectations
and demands. Finding a balance between professional and personal needs is important
for all school leaders.
Lastly, using the qualitative results from this study, future researchers may design
a quantitative study surveying a larger sample of special education leaders to ascertain if

115

similar themes affect both genders in this leadership position. Drawing from a larger
sample of special education leaders, a quantitative research design might provide
significantly statistical findings about the issues raised in this and other studies.
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APPENDIX A
CONSENT FORM
The Leadership Experiences of Female Special Education Administrators
CONSENT FOR VOLUNTARILY PARTICIPATION
You are invited to participate in a research study that is designed to understand the
leadership experiences of special education administrators. Should you volunteer to
partake in this qualitative study it is important for you to know the following:
I. Purpose
The purpose of this study is to understand the leadership experiences of female special
education administrators. As a doctoral candidate at the University of Massachusetts, I
am conducting this research under the advisement of Dr. Mary Lynn Boscardin. Using a
guided interview protocol, you will be asked to share your experiences in your role as a
special education administrator. Between five and eight women will be asked to
participate. The results from this research will be disseminated in my doctoral
dissertation. Understanding the experiences of female special education administrators
will supplement the school leadership research, adding insight and information about the
leadership behaviors of special education administrators and the challenges they face.
II. Risk
This study presents no physical, legal, or mental risk to the participant; however, the
small sample size could lead readers to identify the volunteer as a participant in the study.
III. Rights of the Participant
Your participation is this research is voluntary. At any time, you may withdraw from
part or all of the study. The interviews will be recorded and transcribed. If you choose,
you may receive a copy of the material prior to the oral examination.
IV. Anonymity and Confidentiality
The information you share will be kept confidential. The data will not be shared with
anyone other than the individuals working on this particular project. Your name will not
be used to identify you. A pseudonym and a description of your school’s location or
student demographics may be included in the narrative. For example, “a leader of a rural
district with approximately 75 students with special needs.” Unidentifiable quotations
from the interviews may be included in the results. All data collected for the project will
be kept confidential and any files related to the study will be saved on a passwordprotected computer in a locked office.
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The results from the study will be included in my doctoral dissertation and may be
included in manuscripts submitted to professional journals.
V. Benefits
You will not be compensated for your participation. At the conclusion of the study, you
may request a copy of the completed dissertation by emailing me directly at
kerryeweir@gmail.com.
VI. Approval of Research
The Institutional Review Board for Research Involving Human Subjects at the University
of Massachusetts Amherst has approved this study.
If you have any questions about this study, you may direct your inquiries to me, Kerry
Weir, at (631) 848-0078/kerryeweir@gmail.com. In addition, you may contact my
committee chairperson, Dr. Mary Lynn Boscardin, at (413) 545-3610 or
mlbosco@educ.umass.edu or the Associate Dean for Academic Affairs, Dr. Linda
Griffin, at (413) 545-6895 or lgriffin@educ.umass.edu.
YOU WILL BE GIVEN A COMPLETE COPY OR DUPLICATE OF THE
SIGNED INFORMED CONSENT.

The Leadership Experiences of Female Special Education Administrators
CONSENT FOR VOLUNTARY PARTICIPATION
I have read and understand the informed consent. Any questions about the study have
been asked and answered. I volunteer to participate in this qualitative study.

________________________________________________________________________
Researcher’s Signature/Date
Participant’s Signature/Date
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APPENDIX B
DEMOGRAPHIC QUESTIONNAIRE
The Leadership Experiences of Female Special Education Administrators
Thank you for considering participating in this research study. Please circle the most
appropriate response for each category listed below.
Name:
__________________________________________________________________
School District:
__________________________________________________________________
Age

School District Enrollment

30-35
36-40
41-45
46-50
51 or older

Less than 999 students
1000 – 4999 students
5000 students or more

Race

Special Education Enrollment

White (Caucasian)
African-American
Asian
Hispanic
Native American/Pacific Islander
Other

Less than 100 students
101 – 999 students
1000 students or more

Total Years of Experience in Education
0-5
6-10
11-15
16-20
21-25
25 years or more
Total Years of Experience in Special Education Administration
0-3
4-10
11-15
16-20
21 years or more
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APPENDIX C
INTERVIEW PROTOCOLS
The Leadership Experiences of Female Special Education Administrators
Interview Protocol
Interview #1 – Life History
Introductory Protocol: I would like to thank you, again, for taking the time to speak
with me today. This interview should last approximately an hour and a half. During that
time, I will be asking you a series of questions about your experiences as a special
education administrator. Before we begin, I’d like to audio tape our conversation. Could
you please sign the consent for voluntary participation? This consent form outlines that
your participation is voluntary. You may stop this interview at any time and the
information you share today will be kept confidential. I’d also like you to know that only
the researchers working on this project will have access to this tape and its transcription.
Thank you for agreeing to participate.
Introduction: The purpose of this research project is to understand the experiences of
female special education administrators. Throughout the next hour and a half, I will be
asking a series of questions addressing your early experiences with leadership. Are you
willing to share your experiences with me for the purpose of this research? [Verbal
consent.] Thank you.
1. As a student in school or during your college years, please share with me your earliest
experience with leadership.
Probe: How did you come to the leadership position?
Probe: What lessons did you learn about leading/leadership from that experience?
2. Please describe an example of one of the earliest leaders who had an influence on you.
3. Please tell me about your work history and the experiences that have brought you to
your current leadership position.
Probe: Who or what encouraged you to pursue special education leadership?
How did that person (or people) or those experiences push you toward your
leadership position?
4. What drove you to pursue a leadership career in special education?
5. In what ways have mentors or professional networks played a role in your career?
6. Reflecting upon your leadership journey, what obstacles have you encountered?
Concluding Statement: Thank you for sharing your thoughts and your experiences.
This concludes the questions I have outlined for this interview.
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Is there anything else that you would like to share with me that you did not during
the course of our conversation?
After I have transcribed this interview, I will send you a copy of it electronically.
At that time, I’d ask you to review the transcript so that you can offer your feedback.
Following your review, I will make any clarifications or corrections.
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The Leadership Experiences of Female Special Education Administrators
Interview Protocol
Interview #2 – Details of Experience
Introductory Protocol: I would like to thank you, again, for taking the time to speak
with me today. This interview should last approximately an hour and a half. During that
time, I will be asking you a series of questions about your experiences as a special
education administrator. Before we begin, I’d like to audio tape our conversation. Could
you please sign the consent for voluntary participation? This consent form outlines that
your participation is voluntary. You may stop this interview at any time and the
information you share today will be kept confidential. I’d also like you to know that only
the researchers working on this project will have access to this tape and its transcription.
Thank you for agreeing to participate.
Introduction: The purpose of this research project is to understand the experiences of
female special education administrators. Throughout the next hour and a half, I will be
asking a series of questions addressing your current role as special education leader. Are
you willing to share your experiences with me for the purpose of this research? [Verbal
consent.] Thank you.
1. How would you describe your leadership style?
Probe: What experiences or person has influenced your style or behavior?
Probe: Who or what is guiding you in your current leadership style?
Probe: In your opinion, what are your greatest leadership strengths and your
greatest challenges?
2. Please describe the leadership activities or actions for which you are most proud.
3. Please tell me about a time when your leadership was questioned or marginalized.
Probe: Why do you believe this occurred?
4. Some people might argue that women are not capable leaders because they are
emotional, distracted by the demands of home and family, or don’t have the right
disposition to lead. What would you say to those people?
5. In your opinion, what are some of the challenges female leaders face in special
education administration?
Probe: In what ways are those challenges similar or different from the challenges
faced by female leaders in general education?
6. If you could create the “ideal” special education administrator, what would the person
be like?
Probe: What kinds of strategies or skills would the person possess?
7. What additional question should I ask about female leadership in special education?
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Concluding Statement: Thank you for sharing your thoughts and your experiences.
This concludes the questions I have outlined for this interview.
Is there anything else that you would like to share with me that you did not during
the course of our conversation?
After I have transcribed this interview, I will send you a copy of it electronically.
At that time, I’d ask you to review the transcript so that you can offer your feedback.
Following your review, I will make any clarifications or corrections.
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The Leadership Experiences of Female Special Education Administrators
Interview Protocol
Interview #3 – Reflection on the Meaning
Introductory Protocol: I would like to thank you, again, for taking the time to speak
with me today. This interview should last approximately an hour and a half. During that
time, I will be asking you a series of questions about your experiences as a special
education administrator. Before we begin, I’d like to audio tape our conversation. Could
you please sign the consent for voluntary participation? This consent form outlines that
your participation is voluntary. You may stop this interview at any time and the
information you share today will be kept confidential. I’d also like you to know that only
the researchers working on this project will have access to this tape and its transcription.
Thank you for agreeing to participate.
Introduction: The purpose of this research project is to understand the experiences of
female special education administrators. Throughout the next hour and a half, I will be
asking a series of questions addressing how you connect your life experiences and your
current work in special education. Are you willing to share your experiences with me for
the purpose of this research? [Verbal consent.] Thank you.
1. As the field of special education changes and school reform continues to occur, what
qualities will be required of tomorrow’s special education administrator?
2. Suppose you were able to speak to your younger self. What would you tell her about
leadership?
Probe: What questions do you think your younger self might ask you, the special
education administrator?
3. If you were speaking to a young female who wanted to pursue a career in special
education leadership, what would you say to her?
Probe: What skills would you encourage her to develop? What supports might
she need to have in place?
4. Now that you have achieved this leadership position, how do you influence or
encourage other colleagues to pursue leadership opportunities?
5. Please share with me any regrets you have as you have evolved in your role as a leader.
6. In what ways has your leadership evolved from the beginning of your career until
now?
7. How has your role as special education leader been different than the one you expected
when you began your career?
Concluding Statement: Thank you for sharing your thoughts and your experiences.
This concludes the questions I have outlined for this interview.
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Is there anything else that you would like to share with me that you did not during
the course of our conversation?
After I have transcribed this interview, I will send you a copy of it electronically.
At that time, I’d ask you to review the transcript so that you can offer your feedback.
Following your review, I will make any clarifications or corrections.
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